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This study’s purpose was to generate a context-specific analysis and description 
of the inclusion process at a Midwestern university, and how leaders make sense of said 
process. The participants in this study are members of an inclusion training program; 
these participants represent the perspective of stakeholders as well as designated 
leadership for organizational inclusion. This study utilized Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). Data generation occurred through a series of semi-
structured interviews. Analysis of data provided a detailed description of the sense 
making of inclusive leadership is provided to explain how educators experience the 
phenomenon contextually. Five superordinate themes emerged from this study, (a) 
inclusion is a journey of growth for educators, (b) complications in the ideals of 
inclusion, (c) open-mindedness is essential to the practice of inclusive leadership, (d) 
experiences of exclusion largely frame inclusion and its importance, and (e) higher 
education is positioned to help in the effort of inclusion. A discussion of these findings is 
provided along with implications and recommendations. 
Keywords:  educators, educational inclusive leaders, inclusive leadership, public higher 
education, consonance, emergent theme, recurrent theme, priority concept, superordinate 
theme, unique voice. 




“In that way, whatever happens to one member happens to all. If one suffers, everyone 
suffers. If one is honored, everyone rejoices” 
(1 Corinthians 12:26,  The Passion Translation of the Bible) 
 
In my faith tradition, community is described as a commitment to share in both 
the struggles and the successes together. I am proud to say I have this special type of 
community with people who have struggled and celebrated alongside me during this 
effort. Below I chose a word to express the gratitude I hold for those who made this 
possible. 
First, I want to thank my committee for the many ways you have supported this 
work. The word I chose for Dr. Lindsay Hastings was structure. Thank you for helping 
me to identify specific ways to organize this very complex study in a way that can be 
accessible to many. The word I chose for Dr. LJ McElravy was precision. His dedication 
to accuracy was the example I drew from when putting together a precise strategy for this 
study. The word I chose for Dr. Wayne Babchuk was confidence. His feedback and 
endorsements were timely boosts for an emerging researcher like myself. I chose the 
word courage to express my gratitude to my mentor in the academy and the effort: Dr. 
Matkin. Though daunting, it was important that I find a way to express my gratitude to 
you for your immense investment in me throughout this process. Fortunately, I was able 
to turn to one of the wonderful books I’ve received from you for help expressing my 
gratitude. From the book titled, The Boy, the Mole, the Fox and the Horse (Mackesy, 
2019) I found many pictures that remind me of your influence in my life. One stood out 
above the rest: “Sometimes,” said the horse. “Sometimes what?” asked the boy. 
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“Sometimes just getting back up and carrying on is brave and magnificent” (Mackesy, 
2019). Thank you for helping me carry on when there seemed to be so many reasons not 
to.  
To my family across the country and world, I love you and thank you. To my 
grandmothers, I chose the word faith. Thank you both for your deep commitment to God 
and to others. To my incredible parents, my heroes, I want to thank you for believing. I 
feel blessed to be your son. To my amazing daughter, my favorite person in the whole 
world, Ellie, thank you for celebrating with me all along this process. You had to hear 
more about inclusive leadership than any ten-year-old should ever have to. Thank you for 
helping me see the joy.  
Special shout out to the Homy Inn. Thank you letting me take a booth for just me 
and my laptop on random weeknights. You helped me meet countless deadlines and you 
never once complained about how low my tab was.  
To Angelika, my deepest thank you. How I came to meet the best editor in the 
world was nothing short of fate. Thank you. For seeing the potential and patiently helping 
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MAKING SENSE OF INCLUSIVE LEADERSHIP IN PUBLIC HIGHER 
EDUCATION: AN INTERPRETATIVE PHENOMENOLOGICAL ANALYSIS 
Introduction Reflexive Pause 
“Why I always gotta prove myself when I come here, Mr. T?!”  
My students call me Mr. T, short for Mr. Thompson. It’s one of my favorite inside 
jokes but one lost on most of my students as few have ever heard of the A Team. What a 
pity. But this particular conversation with my student after class that spring morning was 
not the joking sort. 
“Why I gotta prove myself when I come up here?” he repeats after the last few 
students had filed out of the room, leaving just me and my student.  
Remembering it now, I am grateful that our eyes were locked or I might have 
sorely mismanaged the moment. I can remember my mind was already running with 
answers I could provide him and ways I could coach him. And I would have missed the 
tears building around his eyelids. I caught myself before I spoke. He wasn’t raising his 
hand here and asking what to expect on the test. He was opening his heart and he was 
hoping someone would listen.  
A brief pause before I answered, “I don’t know. Talk to me. What do you mean?” 
He repeated again, “Why I always gotta prove myself here?” He asked it more 
exasperated this time. Even in the moment I could relate why. No student should have to 
have the conversation he was about to have with me.  
He said, “when I come here, when I step on this campus, I have to have an answer 
for who I am. I have to have a reason for what people see when they look at me!” He 
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wasn’t shouting but there was a force behind his words that made volume irrelevant 
anyway. His words were just as loud as they needed to be for me.  
“People see my black skin,” he continues on, “and I have to have an answer ready 
for what they think of it...of me. They see my tattoos, and I gotta be ready to answer for 
them. Some of these other students, they hear [what I want to become] and it’s like...you 
can see it in their eyes, like they already know what I can’t be.”  
I didn’t say anything in the pause that followed. I kept his gaze and waited for 
him to continue. Both of us feeling a bit overwhelmed and maybe a bit self-conscious of 
the tears that were falling down both our cheeks now.  
Some time has passed since that experience, yet the memory still echoes for me. 
Here was this talented, spirited, intelligent young man...and all he wanted was to be an 
insider. That’s my interpretation of the trust he showed me that day. He wanted to know 
what it means to be an insider on our campus. That conversation was a defining moment 
for me as an educator. It was my origin moment as an inclusive educator. It echoes with 
me still as a source of motivation as a researcher and an educational leader. I chose this 
conversation for my initial researcher positioning because I believe this experience best 
introduces who I am and the influence of my identity upon this study. My intent with this 
reflexive statement is to provide the stakeholders of this study a chance to appropriately 
factor in my identity as they respond to or read this work. This is the first of five formal 
written reflexive pauses. Each of these pauses in the research will be taken to answer 
three questions: (a) How is my identity as a researcher influencing the study?, (b) How is 
my personal identity influencing the study?, (c) How are the situations of this research 
influencing me?  
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I am an educator. I am a doctoral candidate in leadership. I am a leader. I am an 
emerging researcher. I am a mentee. I am here to learn and to help. I want to help ensure 
that no one has to prove themselves when they come up here. This is my research-based 
self and motivation I bring to the study. 
I am a son. My father is a Black American and my mother is White and English. I 
have grown up seeing how differences learn to live together and how they include the 
“other” and love them. I am a dad, with a beautiful and brilliant ten-year-old daughter. 
She inspires me to care about people. To include those that aren’t included yet. This is my 
brought self and the ways it might influence my efforts in this study.  
Though the situations of the research have not yet begun, they are forming me. I 
am eager to get to the work. The planning has been beneficial and important, but my 
central question keeps me up at night. My conversation with my student all those 
semesters ago is still forming me too. Its echo reminds me to listen.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
It can be said that inclusion is all about making insiders of those who are or 
believe they are outsiders (Stamper & Masterson, 2002). The experience I relate in the 
opening narrative illustrates quite accurately the stakes of inclusion and the very real 
obstacles to it. In classrooms, on campuses, and in communities across the US, this same 
experience plays out time and time again. Those students who would benefit most from 
being made insiders, instead face frustration and exclusion as they navigate college life 
(Astin & Oseguera, 2004). This perpetuates outsider experiences for students who would 
benefit most from an insider experience during their college career (Harper, 2012).  Of 
the recognized social institutions in the US, public higher education provides the clearest 
alignment with the conceptual aims of diversity and inclusion (Harper et al., 2009). 
Despite this alignment there still exists great disparity in access and inclusion for 
underrepresented groups on campuses across the nation. Stamper and Masterson (2002) 
state, “When considering the range of changes that have occurred in higher education, the 
decline of institutional diversity proves remarkably resilient” (p. 357). This disparity 
demands the ongoing and rigorous attention of scholars (Chin & Trimble, 2015). It is 
clear that there are significant obstacles, deficiencies, and systemic inequities in higher 
education which perpetuate outsider experiences for students who would benefit most 
from an insider experience during their college career.  
The field of leadership has sought and still seeks to explain how leaders can 
facilitate inclusion on campus and contexts of every kind (Cottrill et al., 2014; Nishii; 
2013; Raynor, 2009; Shore et al., 2011).  What is still unknown, however, is the degree to 
which these  conceptualizations of inclusive leadership are understood and incorporated 
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by educators and other inclusive leaders. This study seeks to contribute to this important 
stream of research. In this chapter I provide an introduction to the problem of the study 
and its background, the purpose of the study, and relevant acknowledgements.  
Problem and Background  
As is the case with many fields of research, leadership studies have struggled to 
adequately conceptualize the social dynamics typically encountered in contexts of social 
diversity (Chin & Trimble, 2015; Fitzsimmons & Callan, 2020). The discipline of 
leadership has experienced rapid growth over the last 30 years and boasts an impressive 
scope of research and theoretical advancement (Gardner et al., 2010; Northouse, 2019). 
Dinh et al. (2014) provide 23 themes of leadership theory and 66 different leadership 
theory domains. These areas and categories illustrate both the increasing reach and 
complexity of contemporary leadership studies. Gardner and colleagues reinforce this 
stating, “we conclude that the field of leadership research is more diverse, more robust, 
more multi-faceted, and more multi-focused than at any time in recent decades” (2010, p. 
952).  
The collective aims of leadership literature and its growing research gains 
together have afforded the field considerable influence in and amongst the social and 
organizational sciences (Crow & Grogan, 2011; Dinh et al., 2014; Yukl, 2013). Lowe and 
Gardner (2000), in a review of Leadership Quarterly (LQ) articles from 1990–1999, 
detail how the influence of this field might be further expanded by focusing more on 
leadership process, leadership training, and leadership contexts. In a follow up to this 
work, Gardner et al. (2010) review LQ literature again for the years 2000–2009 and note 
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underdevelopment in, among other areas, (a) research depth, (b) varied perspectives, (c) 
applied methodologies, and (d) cognitive processes of leadership (pp. 251, 252). 
Even with the impressive development within the discipline of leadership, there 
remain gaps to be further explored, in particular a perceived impasse regarding how we 
research the concepts of diversity and inclusion (Dinh et al., 2014; Fitzsimmons & 
Callan, 2020). In a recent study, Fitzsimmons and Callan (2020) detail how the literature 
will benefit from intentional application of more varied methodologies. This same 
suggestion, which was offered by other authors (Bryman & Stephens, 1996; Conger, 
1998; Dinh et al., 2014; Gardner et al., 2010), but does not appear to have been 
adequately heeded as the call is again repeated at the start of the following decade. 
Additionally, the reviews of Lowe and Gardner (2000), Gardner et al. (2010) and Dinh et 
al. (2014) all mention diversity as a major area for continued leadership research.  
Public Higher Education (PHE) institutions offer a highly-suited context for 
studying the intersection of leadership and diversity (Crow & Grogan, 2011; Dorczak, 
2011). Considering the recognized social organizations in the US, it can be argued that 
PHEs are congruent with the values and practices of inclusive leadership. Tienda (2013) 
provides an apt description of both the value alignment of PHEs to inclusion and its place 
in counteracting persistent inequities experienced by many minoritized people groups (p. 
469). Dorczak (2011) goes as far as to suggest that inclusive leadership is the appropriate 
form of leadership to adopt in educational settings. 
Despite clear alignment between PHEs and conceptualized inclusive leadership, 
evidence indicates there remains a gap between the literature gains and inclusive 
leadership practice (Wenner & Campbell, 2017). Wolfe and Dilworth (2015) explain this 
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issue when examining the startling disparity in minority administration hires compared to 
majority people-group hires. Waitoller and Artiles (2013) also found that the learning 
experiences of inclusive educators are still under-theorized. Wenner and Campbell (2017) 
echo this concern, noting, “these critical issues are largely ignored in the teacher 
leadership literature and hold implications for future research” (p. 164).  
Educational studies, much like the literature in leadership, recognize an urgency 
to expand frameworks and methods related to the leadership process. Young and Lopez 
(2011) state, “research in the field of educational leadership and management is limited 
by its overreliance on a single theoretical frame: logical positivism” (p. 245). Waitoller 
and Artiles (2013) assert that leadership studies should consider, “moving beyond the 
analysis of outcome measures or descriptive processes” and advocate moving toward the 
development of theory that can explain “how teachers learn in complex contexts in which 
various institutional and professional boundaries overlap” (p. 347).  
A closer examination of inclusive leadership further focuses this study. PHE 
provides it an appropriate context; however, an additional research ingredient should be 
considered here. Also critical to this research is the identification of individuals who are 
recognized as inclusive leaders. This study seeks to locate recognized inclusive leaders 
who are expected to practice this form of leadership. In proposing the use of training 
programs, Waitoller and Artiles (2013) mention how they afford opportunities for the 
researcher to examine (a) shared leadership practices, (b) goal negotiation, (c) complex 
activity systems like PHE, and (d) expansive leadership learning (p. 344). It will be 
important that whatever training program is selected for this study also allows for a 
diverse pool of participants. This is done in consideration of the limitations created when 
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diversity is not a critical component of the study design. Waitoller and Artiles (2013) 
support this in saying, “[Professional development (PD)] for inclusive education can be 
organized to constitute fertile grounds for expansive learning as schools and universities 
(or other partnering institutions) negotiate the content and form of the PD effort, 
expanding their shared artifacts” (p. 345). This potential for shared meaning making 
amongst participants in a professional development setting affords the opportunity for 
greater depth of analysis. 
This study will identify a PHE with (a) a diverse student body, (b) value 
alignment to inclusive leadership, and (c) a training program in inclusive leadership for 
educators across the institution. The Midwestern public university that is the focus of this 
dissertation research has just begun an inclusion and equity training program for its 
employees/educators, and also boasts an increasingly diverse student population. As a 
PHE, its institutional purpose demonstrates value alignment with known antecedents and 
outcomes of inclusive leadership. The training program provides a suited population for 
this study with its cohort of educators, who are together developing a shared 
understanding of inclusion and its practice.  
In the second chapter of this study, I provide an in-depth review of the evolution 
of inclusive leadership in the literature today. One conclusion drawn from previous 
studies is the rapid expansion of inclusive leadership models.  The current complexities 
of inclusive leadership can be demonstrated by the overlaid models of 12 different 
theorists spanning last 20 years. Beginning with the work of Nembhard and Edmondson 
(2006) and building through the work of Chung et al. (2020), I overlaid the different 
inclusive models offered by these researchers in order to determine harmony of concepts 
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and composite model complexity. Figure 1 illustrates the involvedness of inclusive 
leadership through the aggregate models of these 12 articles related to the phenomenon 
(Carmeli et al., 2010; Chung et al., 2020; Cottrill et al., 2014; Choi et al., 2015; 
Fitzsimmons et al., 2020; Hirak et al., 2012; Jansen et al., 2014; Mitchell et al., 2015; 
Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; Ovseiko et al., 2019; Rayner, 2009; Shore et al., 2011; 
Shore et al., 2018; Weiss et al., 2018; Wenner & Campbell, 2017).  
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Figure 1 
Overlaid Inclusive Leadership Models  
 
From the evident complexity of these combined models, we can also ascertain the more 
salient components of inclusive leadership (i.e. belongingness, individuation, 
psychological safety, etc.) to better focus later stages of the data analysis. This is 
explained in the methodology and findings section. The complexity of this model also 
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demonstrates the urgency to explore how leaders make sense of this increasingly 
elaborate theoretical area.  
In summary, this cursory introduction to the research problem reveals that despite 
theoretical advancements in the field, there remains scant evidence explaining how 
individuals currently make sense of inclusive leadership. Developing from the theoretical 
framework of inclusive leadership and focusing on a perceived gap in the literature, this 
research problem reflects suggestions of Wenner and Campbell (2017) to examine, “How 
might professional learning for teacher leaders be characterized and how is this learning 
related to the specific contexts within which teacher leadership is enacted” (p. 165). This 
research problem more than meets the suggested criteria applied for acceptable academic 
inquiry standards (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Patton, 2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This 
problem aligns with the goals and aims of the leadership field and demonstrates clear 
potential. Both Northouse (2019) and Yukl (2013) emphasize two aspects in their 
definitions of leadership: its process nature and its focus on accomplishing a shared goal 
or task. These defining attributes of leadership are evident in the research problem of this 
study, which seeks to better understand the process of inclusive leadership learning and 
the goal of PHEs to develop inclusive leaders. This research problem follows the advice 
of Merriam and Tisdell (2016) in responding to a gap in the knowledge base of the 
theoretical framework known as inclusive leadership. From this research problem, the 
study purpose is designated and discussed in the next section.   
Purpose of the Study 
This present study seeks to explore the experiences of inclusive leaders and the 
sense they make of inclusive leadership. This is the primary area of interest in this study, 
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and, therefore, serves as the framework for this study’s research design. The construct of 
inclusion has rapidly evolved and aligned itself with leadership over the last 30 years 
(Thompson & Matkin, 2020; Randel et al., 2018; Shore et al., 2018). There is clear 
potential for inclusive leadership to aid public higher educational contexts in 
accomplishing their stated social goals. Inclusive leadership provides a theoretical focus 
that might respond to the challenge provided by Tienda (2013): “As long as the means to 
achieve racial diversity remain controversial, it will serve the common good if higher 
education leaders lead the charge to demonstrate how inclusive learning environments 
serve national interests” (p. 473). 
It is understood that educators fill a responsibility of providing students with 
learning leading to personal, professional, and social success (Crow & Grogan, 2011; 
Rayner, 2009; Young & Lopez, 2011). In the US, a country founded constitutionally on 
inclusive principles, it can be observed that professional and social successes (often 
personal success, too) are contingent upon practices of inclusive leadership (Dorczak, 
2011; Tienda, 2013; Wenner & Campbell, 2017). There is clear alignment in the value 
base of higher education and the practice of inclusive leadership (Waitoller & Artiles, 
2013), establishing PHE as a context with rich research potential. It has also been 
determined to be a suitable environment for exploring how leadership training and 
leadership experiences might support participant development (York-Barr & Duke, 2004, 
p. 292). Faculty and staff (educators) in higher education, particularly public 
organizations, are said to be purposefully employed in order to accomplish these stated 
goals of inclusive leadership: (a) psychological safety, (b) job satisfaction, (c) team 
member voice, (d) creativity, (e) quality work performance, (f) organizational 
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commitment, (g) organizational citizenship behaviors, (h) organization based self-esteem, 
(i) social justice, (j) well-being (Carmeli et al., 2010; Chung et al., 2020; Cottrill et al., 
2014; Choi et al., 2015; Fitzsimmons et al., 2020; Hirak et al., 2012; Jansen et al., 2014; 
Mitchell et al., 2015; Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; Ovseiko et al., 2019; Rayner, 
2009; Shore et al., 2011; Shore et al., 2018; Weiss et al., 2018; Werner & Campbell, 
2017). These constructs may prove useful in when drawing theoretical connections and 
implications during the data analysis stage of research. PHE educators have been 
purposefully selected because they provide this study with “insight into a particular 
experience” and they, “grant us access to a particular perspective on the phenomena 
under study” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 49). The sense-making of educators in public higher 
education provide a useful perspective on how leaders make sense of inclusion and its 
agency (Tienda, 2013; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). 
The benefits of inclusive leadership have been widely documented (Choi et al., 
2017; Choi et al., 2015; Precey, 2011; Weiss et al., 2016; York-Barr & Duke, 2004); 
however, there remains limited evidence in the US to explain how leaders conceptualize 
this form of leadership in order to achieve those results. In fact, there appears to be more 
research committed to inclusive education concepts internationally than in the West 
(Angelides et al., 2010; Angelides et al., 2012; De Brún et al., 2019; Easterbrook & 
Vignoles, 2013; Gibson, 2016; Jansen et al., 2014; Jucevičienė et al., 2018; King, 2017; 
Kuznetsova, 2016; Langager, 2014; Martin & Cobigo, 2011; McGlynn & London, 2013; 
Mentz & Barrett, 2011; Muijs et al., 2010; Muthukrishna & Schlüter, 2011; Óskarsdóttir 
et al., 2019; Qi et al., 2019; Stockemer & Kchouk, 2017; Tamtik & Guenter, 2019; 
Webber & Lupert, 2011; ). This imbalance should serve as an alert to US-based 
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researchers to provide contextual exploration into this effort to understand how PHEs 
serve to expand the conceptual understanding of inclusive leadership. This study seeks to 
provide additional balance to this research area. The purpose of this interpretative 
phenomenological study is to generate a context-specific description of inclusive 
leadership at a Midwestern public university as expressed through the experiences and 
sense-making of educational leadership trainees. 
Study Acknowledgements 
This study draws its nature from its method: interpretative phenomenological 
analysis (IPA). This method was chosen following a careful assessment of fit between 
research problem, the literature, and the methodological assumptions. IPA provides the 
best alignment with this study given its ability to explore the contextual experiences and 
sense making of phenomenon-affiliated participants (Tuffour, 2017). This approach also 
encourages the inclusion of researcher experiences in the study structure and output. 
Most importantly, IPA offers the structure to accomplish the research question of the 
present study. Considering that this study will contribute to the field by reconciling 
disparities between current theoretical conceptualizations of inclusive leadership and the 
sense-making of inclusive educators, the IPA approach affords unique advantages. 
Further justification is provided in the methodology section. 
Study Assumptions 
This study aims to strategically provide the reader with the relevant assumptions 
in order to account for potential influences upon the research and its report. Identifying 
the study assumptions explains the vantage point of the researcher and the infrastructure 
of the study itself (Aliyu, 2015). From the major theoretical underpinnings of IPA, I have 
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provided the five which most directly influence the assumptions of this study. These can 
be summarized as (a) experience focus, (b) contextual embodiment, (c) participant 
becomingness, (d) hermeneutic interpretation, and (e) idiographic commitment 
(Lichtman, 2013; Smith et al., 2009; Tuffour, 2017).   
Adopting an experience-focus in this study assumes the experiences of 
participants will receive priority attention in all phases of the research process. 
Employing contextual embodiment assumes that details of context and participant 
perspective will be highlighted. A recognition of participant becomingness necessitates 
rejection of static analysis and instead assumes participant development, also 
acknowledging that the study may interact with the becomingness of individuals studied. 
The double hermeneutic perspective assumes that access to the meaning making of 
participants is umpired by interpretations the researcher makes both empathically and 
critically (Eatough & Smith, 2017). Adopting an idiographic perspective in this study 
assumes both deep detail in analysis as well as a purposively selected and contextually 
situated sample (Smith et al., 2009). These assumptions are explored in more detail in the 
methodology section. 
Delimitations 
Study delimitations can be understood as those research dynamics that cannot or 
intentionally will not be included or said of this study by design. Clear delimitations 
statements are provided here as a means of further clarifying the boundaries of this 
research. This study did not investigate student leadership dynamics though they certainly 
play a significant role in the inclusive climate of the institution. The PHE context was 
specified here to adopt a particular-level examination of inclusive leadership. While the 
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study will allow for conversations of exclusion, it will not be strategically embedded, 
allowing for participant exploration if and as it occurs. 
 A common criticism of phenomenology is a perceived limitation when attempting 
to illicit participant perspectives of experiences rather than participant opinions about the 
phenomenon in question. Tuffour (2017) explains this concern is most obvious when 
there may be limited ability by the participant to explore and put language to the 
experiences they are inquired about. This limitation of IPA provides me the opportunity 
to plan my study around this concern, thus making it a study delimitation. The member-
checking validation strategies employed in this study (and explained in chapter three) 
help to mitigate this delimitation. Other steps taken to mitigate this criticism include 
purposeful sampling, use of accessible language in the recruitment process, and 
experience centered questions in the interview protocol. 
Another delimitation can be observed when considering how phenomenology and 
IPA restrict analysis to the lived experiences often at the expense of analyzing why these 
experiences occur in the lives of the participants. Fortunately, the hermeneutic, 
idiographic, and contextual nature of IPA address this by highlighting the cultural 
position of the participants’ experiences and background (Tuffour, 2017). Additionally, 
in this study the inclusion of triangulation and member-checking will allow for greater 
insight into contributing influences on participant experiences of inclusion.    
A final delimitation for this study relates IPA’s limited focus on participant 
cognition related to the phenomenon being studied. Phenomenology emphasizes the 
essence of experiences, perhaps at the expense of detailed analysis of participant 
cognitive processes during the experience itself. Fortunately, IPA, with its focus on 
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participant sense making, allows the research to explore cognitive processes to the extent 
that participants choose to express them without committing singularly to that direction. 
In recognition of the nuances present in any organization, this study confines its 
conclusions to the context under study. This is in line with the inductive and idiographic 
approach employed in IPA (Smith et al., 2009). As a result, this study does not seek to 
establish generalizable claims related to all inclusive leaders, but rather to identify the 
phenomenon within this local setting. This does not mean, however, that generalizable 
claims can never be achieved. Smith et al. (2009) explain this in stating, “Subsequent 
studies may add to this, so that very gradually more general claims can be made, with 
each founded on the detailed examination of a set of case studies” (p. 50). Future studies, 
which are outline in the future research section, will allow for this potential 
generalizability to develop.   
Key Definitions 
Here I provide several terms which, because of their operative function in the 
design of the study, are defined and detailed.  
Educators: those engaged efforts to support the social success of students and members 
of the organization (Posselt, 2014). 
Educational Inclusive Leaders: Educators who are committed to, (a) empowering 
personal and professional voice, (b) purposeful development of self, others, and the 
organization, (c) distributed power (Dorczak, 2011, p. 48).   
Inclusive Leadership: This definition is provided by Randel et al. (2018) who 
synthesized previous work, “we conceptualize inclusive leadership as a set of leader 
behaviors that are focused on facilitating group members feeling part of the group 
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(belongingness) and retaining their sense of individuality (uniqueness) while contributing 
to group processes and outcomes (Brewer, 1991; Shore, Randel, Chung, Dean, & 
Ehrhart,, & Singh, G., 2011; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Richer, & Wetherell, 1987)” (p. 191). 
Public Higher Education: those higher education institutions that bear missional 
alignment with the shared social goals of a given country or context (Shapiro, 2009; 
Waitoller & Artiles, 2013; Weinstein, 1975). 
Introduction Chapter Summary  
This chapter is an introduction to this study, its problem, its purpose, and the 
relevant acknowledgements. This chapter serves as an outline for what follows in the 
remaining chapters. Next, I will engage the literature to better focus the study and orient 
myself to what gaps and opportunities might exist. In the third chapter I build from what 
was discovered in the literature review to lay out the study methodology and planned 
procedures.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
This chapter provides a review of the literature relevant to this study. Various 
perspectives were found concerning the place and purpose of literature reviews in 
qualitative research. Creswell and Poth (2018) suggested that a literature review for a 
qualitative study commonly prioritizes the existing gaps in the literature. A suggestion by 
Smith et al. (2009) similarly advocated, “a literature review should help you to identify a 
gap which your research question can then address, and it should also help you to learn 
something about your participants” (p. 42). And later added, “As such, this kind of 
literature review can be quite short, and may be more evaluative than most” (Smith et al., 
2009, p. 43). I heeded this advice and that of Merriam and Tisdell (2016) who proposed 
study design as a conversation rotating between the researcher, the research problem, 
existing literature, and the study design. As the study structure formed, I turned to trusted 
publications for study focus. This was followed by further development of the study 
design before returning to seek further clarity from the literature. Merriam and Tisdell 
analogized that the researcher may, “carry on a dialogue with previous studies and work 
in the area” (2016, p. 90). This study engaged in such a dialogue with the literature on 
four primary topics: (a) the field of leadership studies, (b) overlaps between leadership 
and diversity concepts, (c) the theoretical framework of inclusive leadership, and (d) the 
inclusive context of public higher education. 
Scanning the Leadership Landscape 
The first dialogue with the literature provided a brief scan of the leadership field. 
Here I sought a conversation with the literature to better locate where this study was 
situated within the bigger scope of research. As was mentioned before, leadership theory 
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has demonstrated sustained momentum as can be seen in both publications and theory 
development over the last several decades (Gardner et al., 2010; Lowe & Gardner, 2000; 
Northouse, 2019; Yukl, 2013).  Despite this, the field has not yet managed to reach 
consensus on a shared definition for leadership nor has it provided an evident structure in 
the discipline (Northouse, 2019; Conger & Rigglio, 2007). Definitions of leadership 
continued to proliferate (Leo & Barton, 2006; Northouse, 2019; Yukl, 2013) which served 
to illustrate the dynamic and fluctuating nature of this concept: leadership. From over 100 
recognized definitions, Northouse (2019) provided six defining themes which describe 
leadership as (a) a trait, (b) an ability, (c) a skill, (d) behaviors, (e) relational, and (f) a 
process. This was in agreement with Yukl (2013) who stated, “Most definitions of 
leadership reflect the assumption that it involves a process whereby intentional influence 
is exerted over other people to guide, structure, and facilitate activities and relationships 
in a group or organization” (p. 2). For this study, I adopted the definition offered by 
Northouse (2019) who defined leadership as, “a process whereby an individual influences 
a group of individuals to achieve a common goal” (p.3). Despite the challenges in 
definition (Chin & Trimble, 2015), leadership has proven a valued contributor to the 
social sciences (Pierce & Newstrom, 2011).  
The literature itself drew from a variety of fields with overlapping interest in the 
antecedents and outcomes connected to leadership (Dinh et al., 2014). Pierce and 
Newstrom (2011) explained how leadership studies, in its more contemporary form, 
results from work done in the fields of sociology and psychology (organizational 
behavior and social psychology). These disciplines have been joined by other fields 
(business, educational administration, communication, management, political science, 
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etc.), which has resulted leadership as an independent academic category. The field has 
continued to grow, with considerable influence into various research domains. In the 
process, it has continued to develop promising collaborative connections with other 
disciplines (agricultural sciences, information and technology sciences, fine arts, health 
sciences, etc.).  
Numerous approaches have been developed to categorize leadership theory and its 
epistemological aims (Dinh et al., 2014; Gardner et al., 2010; Hernandez et al., 2011; 
Northhouse, 2019). In describing leadership, Yukl (2013) categorized the traits, abilities, 
actions, powers, and situations that may influence leader success. Conger and Rigglio 
(2007) emphasized leadership as a subset of the management field and organized it into 
categories of leadership development, leadership tasks and capabilities, organizational 
leadership, and contemporary leadership demands. Pierce and Newstrom (2011) provided 
a leadership process framework as a means for understanding the interrelated aspects of 
theory in this field with five components: (a) leader, (b) follower, (c) context, (d) process, 
and (e) consequences. From this framework, I identified the theoretical categories which 
most directly influence leadership theory. This was also my first introduction to 
classifications of leadership theory. I have continued to use it to identify how different 
studies might relate to theories in a separate category. For instance, if a study on inclusion 
emphasized processual dynamics in its central question, through this framework, a 
connection might be discovered with a leadership study which emphasized diversity as a 
contextual factor.  
Useful for present purposes were the leadership characterizations provided by Dinh et 
al. (2014) in their 25-year analysis of leadership literature. In their review of publications 
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in ten of the top leadership journals, these authors provide a glimpse of what has captured 
the attention of scholars in the leadership field. Among other findings, their analysis 
yielded 23 categories of leadership themes that helped explain the theoretical heading of 
contemporary leadership studies. These new classifications provided clarity by collapsing 
and revising the 29 categories provided by Gardner et al. (2010) in a prior iteration of this 
work. For ease of review, I have grouped these 23 categories based on the components in 
the framework provided by Pierce and Newstrom (2011). With the framework component 
of leader, I nested the thematic categories of (a) neo-charismatic, (b) dispositional/trait, 
(c) identity-based leadership, (d) biological approaches, and (e) entrepreneurial 
leadership. With the framework component of context I connected the four theoretical 
areas of, (a) contingency, (b) contextual leadership, (c) complexity and systems, and (d) 
e-leadership theories. With the follower component I connected, (a) diversity/cross-
cultural, (b) follower centric theories, (c) team leadership, and (d) ethical/moral 
leadership. Process showed alignment with six theoretical categories: (a) information 
processing, (b) social exchange/relational, (c) behavioral, (d) strategic leadership, (e) 
leadership emergence/development, and (f) leadership emotions. With the consequences 
component, I grouped (a) power and influence theories, (b) leading for creativity/change, 
(c) destructive leadership, and (d) leader error and recovery (Dinh et al., 2014; Pierce & 
Newstrom, 2011). Figure 2 provides the information on this cross-categorization for 







Leadership Theory Cross-categorization Figure  
 
Note: Information adapted from Dinh et al., 2014; Pierce and Newstrom, 2011. 
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These categories provided a clear picture of the leadership landscape and situated 
diversity and inclusion within this field. Dinh et al. (2014) explained that, between the 
years of 2000 and 2012, 11% of leadership studies in top journals were directly related to 
diversity. Note that this statistic might be misleading considering the criticisms offered by 
Chin and Trimble (2015). They stated, “Omission of diversity in the literature about who 
leaders are and how diversity influences the exercise of leadership has been noteworthy” 
(p. 34). Still, the presence of diversity in the leadership field is undeniable. The concepts 
of leadership and diversity demonstrated an ongoing epistemological resonance (Leo & 
Barton, 2006; Roberson, 2006). What was made clear from this dialogue with the 
literature was the prominence that diversity played in the field of leadership. It is the 
concept of diversity that next occupied my focus in the discussion with the literature.  
Leadership in Situations of Diversity 
The second dialogue in the literature examined what overlap leadership studies 
have had with the concept of diversity. Diversity has continued to be important in the 
leadership literature landscape (Chin & Trimble, 2015). Diversity, much like leadership, 
has been difficult to define with much consensus (Chin & Trimble, 2015). Sonnenschein 
(1999) defined it as those significant differences that exist in a group of people. Chin and 
Trimble (2015) highlighted diversity efforts as contingent upon practices that actively 
valued differences between people, in particular underrepresented people groups (p. 33). 
It was astute of Gardner et al. (2010) and Dinh et al (2014) to have thematically 
connected diversity leadership to cross-cultural leadership dynamics. Chin and Trimble 
(2015) explained that leadership diversity dynamics manifested very similarly with both 
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diversity concepts and cross-cultural studies. This was important to note as these 
connections showed potential for future study designs.  
Diversity has grown in influence in leadership studies, and this was expected to 
continue due to the rapidly changing national and international demographic distribution 
patterns (Chin & Trimble, 2015). The US has experienced a momentous shift from its 
historically White dominated demographics to a far more ethnically inclusive dynamic. 
Schools and workplaces have seen these tensions as well. Even though this area has 
received considerable attention from leadership scholars (Dinh et al., 2014; Gardner et 
al., 2010), questions have remained unanswered regarding the impact diversity markers 
have upon leadership effectiveness (Chin, 2013). This all signaled the need for leadership 
scholars to move beyond mere attention to the variable of diversity. It was proposed that 
researchers instead build leadership paradigms that embed diversity dynamics into 
research designs. Chin & Trimble (2015) stated, “Paradigms need to be inclusive and 
diverse to consider the perspectives of those not typically in the positions of leadership” 
(p. 42).  
Several notable efforts have been made to explain what has been explored in the 
overlap of leadership and diversity (Eagly & Chin, 2010; Tienda, 2013; Wolfe & 
Dilworth, 2015; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). In the literature, I found that the intersection 
of leadership and diversity seemed to introduce more attention to inclusion as a relevant 
concept. Eagly and Chin (2010) urged the field toward an expanded recognition of 
diversity in both primary and secondary dimensions, and they further accented the 
application of diversity in the field of leadership. Adding to this, Tienda (2013) provided 
a clear distinction between diversity and inclusion in the literature concluding that 
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integrated systems of educational inclusion are necessary to foster healthy contexts of 
diversity. Wolfe and Dilworth (2015) deliberated the barriers to inclusion that leaders 
knowingly or unknowingly presented to diverse student populations. Chin and Trimble 
(2015) also attempted to delineate between diversity and inclusion as they explained the 
importance of both in the leadership field. They noted how the main current of leadership 
research was inclined to perpetuate the dominant culture expression of leadership 
experience. They suggested that this will continue until other paradigms and approaches 
can more fully explain the experiences of all individuals within the social context.   
With all the attention paid to diversity and leadership one might be inclined to 
conclude that the topic is adequately canvased in the literature. This temptation should be 
avoided considering the vast gaps that have persisted in recognition of diversity dynamics 
in the leadership process (Chin & Trimble, 2015). This dialogue in the literature revealed 
that the concepts of leadership and diversity did resonate and are expected to in the 
foreseeable future. What was also clear were the very real barriers that emerged at this 
conceptual intersection between diversity and leadership, further solidifying this as an 
area that deserved of academic attention. From this overlap, inclusion emerged as a 
relevant concept. 
Around the turn of the millennium, scholars began to explore concepts to better 
explain those processes related to leadership in diverse groups. This was later identified 
as the concept of inclusion (Fleming & Love, 2003; Hogg & Van Knippenberg, 2003; 
Leo & Barton, 2006; Roberson, 2006). Mor Barak (1999) pressed the topic by outlining 
the clear social detriments that accompany exclusion and directed focused attention to 
organizational practices with potential to foster the experience of inclusion for all 
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members of that organization. Leo and Barton (2006) further focused attention to the 
moral and ethical dynamics implicit in practices of diversity leadership given the pre-
existing and persistent inequities within contemporary social structures. Roberson (2006) 
noted the confusion in the field between the theoretical concepts of diversity and 
inclusion. They suggested that diversity could be understood as an occurring social 
reality while inclusion represented those practices aimed to value diversity dynamics. It 
was gleaned from these researchers and others, that inclusion was seen as the overlapping 
consequence of leadership studies interacting with diversity dynamics (Nishii, 2013; 
Randel et al., 2014; Rayner, 2009; Shore et al., 2011). Evident also was the fact that 
inclusive leadership shared axiological roots with the concepts of diversity, equity, and 
intercultural competency (Lewis, 2016). This dialogue in the overlap of diversity and 
leadership has better positioned this study to focus more closely on leadership concepts 
related to inclusion as a target. Specifically, I was interested in discovering how the 
literature explained the ways inclusion was understood and enacted by leaders. This 
examination of literature at the intersection of leadership and diversity led to the focus of 
inclusive leadership.  
Inclusive Leadership: A Bridge Between Leadership and Diversity 
The third conversation centered on the evolution of inclusive leadership and what 
areas or perspectives remained to be explored. Even recent proliferation of inclusive 
leadership studies (Shore et al., 2018; Thompson & Matkin, 2020) and its relatively short 
theoretical history allowed this section of the review to be organized according to the 
three decades of its growing prominence: publications in the 1990s, the 2000s, and the 
2010s. While the seeds of inclusive leadership were traced back to the 1980s (Abrams & 
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Hogg, 1988; Tajfel & Turner, 1986), it can be said that the 1990s broke significant 
theoretical ground for the explosion of work that followed in the new 
millennium. Numerous contemporary authors on inclusive leadership signaled the work 
of Marilynn Brewer (1991) as a hallmark in understanding the personal tensions 
experienced as individuals navigated social self, collective identity, and social need 
satisfaction (Cottrill et al., 2013; Hogg & van Knippenberg, 2003; Hornsey & Jetten, 
2004; Randel et al., 2018; Shore et al., 2011). Brewer (1991), a social psychologist, 
asserted that social identity (the extended self) emerged from the tension of two 
oppositional needs: belongingness and individuation. This “extended self-concept” was 
built in part upon the tenets of social identity perspective (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; 
Taijfel & Turner, 1986; Turner et al., 1987) and provided a sturdy, if not subtle, 
foundation for parallel concept building, particularly the concept of social inclusion. 
Brewer (1991) outlined optimal distinctiveness theory as a means for explaining how 
individuals have come to experience adequate connection to those around them while 
also maintaining a sense of healthy distinctness from the group.  As an output, this article 
played a major role in the evolution of inclusive leadership by providing an integrated 
description of the social inclusion phenomenon (Chung et al., 2020; Shore et al., 2018; 
Thompson & Matkin, 2020). The work of Mor Barak and Cherin (1998) arrived later in 
the same decade and detailed the degrees of belongingness experienced from exclusion to 
inclusion (1998). This proved a substantial addition to the literature as it directed 
attention to the negative impacts of exclusion (power, representation, voice, population, 
etc.), particularly for those in minoritized groups. At the turn of the decade Pelled et al. 
(1999) investigated inclusion in the context of higher education. Its emphasis on 
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collegiate campuses also incorporated the dynamic of workplace inclusion which later 
authors examined in even more detail (Shore et al., 2011; Chung et al., 2020). 
So then, what was gleaned from this decade of inclusive leadership research? In 
the span of ten years the literature moved from incremental interest to steady research 
momentum. What evolution did the literature suggest took place? This decade was 
responsible for the initial discussion and formation of theoretical models that attempted 
explanation of inclusion. This was understood as a concept building time in the literature. 
These researchers were joined by a host of others that provided theoretical explanations 
for the purpose of later research efforts. For example, this decade also produced the work 
of Spreitzer (1995) who emphasized the potential in social empowerment, Baker and 
Zigmond (1995) who provided emphasis on inclusive teaching practices, Gamson (1997) 
who highlighted the inclusive social purposes of higher education, and Strike (1999) who 
articulated the opportunity for inclusive educational communities. Taken together, this 
decade provided a conceptual basis for inclusion as a theory, with leadership as a critical 
component. Additionally, it was gleaned from the review of the limitations/future 
research sections of these publications that emphasis was clearly placed on measure and 
model building (Baker & Zigmond, 1995; Mor Barak & Cherin, 1998; Pelled et al., 1999; 
Spreitzer, 1995). This prioritization of models and measures might have been a response 
to the complexities that accompany social and leadership processes (Conger, 1998). The 
attempts to understand social identities, diverse work-groups, and leadership practices 
here proved a more complicated task than at first it seemed.  
This issue of complexity was observed quite clearly in the decade that 
followed. From 2000 to 2009 there was a noticeable uptick in inclusive leadership 
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research (Thompson & Matkin, 2020). Hogg and van Knippenberg (2003) came early in 
the decade and provided a helpful review of the inclusive leadership beginnings; they 
stressed the importance of contextual leadership (p. 61). This article was important to 
include as it provided a detailed review of leadership studies in its pivot from the field of 
psychology to organizational studies. Like Brewer (1991), they pointed to the 
foundational work of Tajfel and Turner (1986) as they accounted for the dynamic changes 
in leadership studies and practices. This work was followed by Hornsey and Jetten (2004) 
who reintroduced the importance of belongingness and individuation in the social setting 
(Brewer, 1991; Brewer & Gardner, 1996). They also provided some potential strategies 
for accomplishing both these social identity needs. Nembhard and Edmondson (2006) 
added to the research decade in an investigation of inclusion within healthcare 
teams. Other notable contributions from these authors were the connections forged 
between concepts of psychological safety and team engagement behaviors. From this 
work, a more noticeable inclination for practical answers to the needs of inclusion was 
detected in the literature. Evidence of this came in a later book by Mor Barak (2011) 
which again placed emphasis on practical application measures for inclusion and its 
agency. The work of Steve Rayner (2009) in that decade resonated with the aims of this 
present study with its focus on distributed cognition within educational contexts. It 
proposed higher education as a context suited to the exercise of inclusive leadership. 
Rayner stated, “In its most advanced or effective form, an inclusive leader aims to 
facilitate the transforming and transformative effect of learning in the work of making 
provision for the most vulnerable in the learning community” (2009, p. 445). This work 
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along with others from this decade demonstrated the increased preference in the literature 
for research related to inclusive leadership practices.  
So, what was gained from the dialogue with that decade of inclusive leadership 
research? First, it should be noted that this 10-year research span heeded the advice of the 
previous decade to build measures and models (Ely & Thomas, 2001; Fleming & Love, 
2003; Jones, 2004; Mor Barak & Cherin, 1998; Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; Rayner, 
2009). Adding to those suggestions this decade also produced leadership strategies 
(Hornsey & Jetten, 2004; Tyler et al., 2008) and published textbooks on the topic of 
inclusion and inclusive leadership (Abrams et al., 2005; Ryan, 2006). Secondly, this 
decade of research suggested that future studies head in these directions: further empirical 
examination of leadership contexts (Hogg & van Knippenberg, 2003; Mor Barak & 
Cherin, 1998; Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006), theory development (Hornsey & Jetten; 
2004), antecedent/outcome discovery (Roberson, 2006) and more (Berry, 2006; 
Theoharis & Causton-Theoharis, 2008; Wortham, 2004). There was also evidence of a 
pivot to the higher educational context (Engelbrecht et al., 2006; Jones, 2004; Powers et 
al., 2001; Theoharis & Causton-Theorharis, 2008). The examination of the research 
during these 10 years revealed a sparsity of qualitative studies (Janssens & Zanoni, 2008; 
Roberson, 2006) in comparison to those with nomological emphasis (Shore et al., 2018). 
This trend appeared to continue in the next decade of inclusive leadership research.   
The years from 2010 to 2019 witnessed an explosion of research related to 
inclusive leadership. This sharp increase in attention might be accurately typified by the 
work of Shore et al. (2011) who offered a working model of inclusion situated between 
leadership antecedents and predicted outcomes. This was followed in 2013 by the work 
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of Cottrill et al. (2014) that demonstrated an observable connection between inclusion 
outcomes and the practice of authentic leadership. Nishii (2013) provided a cross analysis 
of inclusion in diverse groups which detailed how conflict related to the inclusive 
outcomes of job satisfaction and job commitment. In 2014, Randel et al. detailed how 
inclusive leadership overlapped with organizational citizenship behaviors as an outcome. 
This article and those that followed firmly established inclusive leadership as a self-
sustained concept. Shore et al. confirmed this in their 2018 work; they revised their 
previous model of inclusion (Shore et al., 2011) and placed leadership as a central feature 
in the process and experience of the phenomenon. The work of Osveiko et al. (2019) was 
a fitting conclusion to this research decade. Their mixed methods analysis of inclusion on 
the campus of Oxford was able to determine differences in cultural experience through a 
validated measure. This yielded “thematically-grouped insights into the differences 
between the perceived culture and ideal university culture” (Osveiko et al., 2019, p. 183). 
Consider this quote from a participant in the study, labeled under the thematic group title 
of ‘work-life integration’: “Following maternity leave, I was told by an associate head of 
department that having one child was a career mistake but that if I chose to have any 
more it would be career death. He himself had [many] children” (Osveiko et al., 2019, p. 
181). This quotation and others like it in the article provided a clear picture of this 
phenomenon as it was experienced by participants. Coming at the close of its decade as it 
did, this article served to better illuminate a gap in the literature. Osveiko et al. (2019) 
demonstrated the point Conger (1998) made regarding leadership literature’s need to 
include the voices and sense making of participants. As more complexity was added to 
these measures and models there was a perceived possibility of disconnect between 
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theoretical development and participant sense making. If there existed insufficient 
evidence of a particular theory in the experiences, sense making, and language of those 
involved in a phenomenon, any development of this theory would be limited in utility. 
Impressive as these publications were, and indeed they were impressive, they did not 
seem to provide commensurate description of its impact on those they studied. Little 
evidence was found, in this decade or those before it, that described how these models 
and measures were experienced, understood, and activated by inclusive leaders.   
Given the heavy tilt towards quantitative studies during this span, it was deemed 
appropriate to provide a different vantage point with the application of an interpretive 
lens in the review of inclusive leadership literature. In an article in the Leadership 
Quarterly, Jay Conger (1998) outlined the relatively limited representation of qualitative 
studies in cross-disciplinary leadership fields. Conger (1998) advocated increased 
attention to this disparity: “leadership involves multiple levels of phenomena, possesses a 
dynamic character, and has a symbolic component. Quantitative methods, by themselves, 
are insufficient to investigate thoroughly phenomena with such characteristics” (p. 109). 
Later Conger (1998) explained that the field of leadership should expect five direct and 
substantial benefits from qualitative studies: (a) increased depth of analysis into 
leadership phenomena, (b) flexibility and sensitivity to arising phenomena, (c) processes 
focus, (d) contextual sensitivity, and (e) interpretation of symbolic dimensions (1998, p. 
111). With these qualitative benefits in mind, the literature confirmed that these 
advantages occurred irregularly at best. In both isolation and aggregate, these studies 
stood impressive in their commitment to the quantitative analysis of inclusion. Their 
accomplishments also highlighted the value that might be derived from qualitative 
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research. With the exception of a few qualitative and mixed methods studies, there was 
scant evidence that these five advantages were plumbed to the extent that the 
phenomenon warranted.  
This discussion in the literature indicated a gap in this theoretical domain, namely 
the confirming/disconfirming sense making of inclusive leaders engaged in inclusive 
leadership. Those relatively few examples of qualitative inclusive leadership studies 
served as evidence of need for future interpretivist research efforts. It could be expected 
that such studies would supplement the increasingly comprehensive theoretical models 
with more varied conceptual research efforts. As a response to this inclusive leadership 
literature gap, I further refined my central question to this: How are inclusive leaders 
making sense of inclusive leadership in their leadership experiences?   
The dialogue with the inclusive leadership literature has been vitally important as 
it provided the theoretical landscape and opportunities for uncharted territory that future 
research might explore. That unexplored territory included aspects of inclusive leadership 
which might be substantially bolstered with additional interpretive inquiry 
methods. Another gap in the literature was the role context has been shown to play in 
many inclusive leadership studies. In the 2018 article by Shore et al., they provided a 
helpful review of characteristics for 42 different empirical studies with a total of 54 
samples included. This table provided information on the industries of focus and 
respondents/participants occupations. It was worth noting that only four of the studies 
occurred in the context of education, with only two of the samples targeted toward faculty 
members. This stood out given the unique nature of higher education, a socially 
responsive institution (Shapiro, 2009; Silver, 2007; Weinstein, 1975), and the unique role 
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of educators as inclusive leaders (Boughey, 2012; Collins et al., 2019). The next section 
of the review explored this potential research gap. I next sought to discover how the 
context of public higher education might inform the design of this study.   
Public Higher Education: An Inclusive Context 
The final dialogue centered on public higher education (PHE) literature to 
discover its suitability as a context for inclusive leadership studies. Given the historically 
consistent social-change function of these public institutions (Collins et al., 2019), might 
these environments provide a manner of phenomenon amplification? Were they a context 
supportive of the experiences related to the phenomenon? Were they also active in 
promoting its agency? It was beneficial to scan the educational, leadership, and diversity 
literature for these answers. This dialogue sought to identify if this context aligned 
institutionally with the phenomenon of inclusion, and if it promoted roles/training aligned 
with the theoretical agency of inclusive leadership.  
Weinstein (1975) demonstrated how the social purpose of higher education has 
progressed over time and proposed that higher education served six social purposes, three 
of which I outline further here: (a) equality and expansion, (b) moral development, (c) 
society’s powerhouse. First, it was suggested that PHE is a force which ought to create 
access for all individuals: “what higher education offers is an intrinsic good and good for 
the person, it should be equally available to all, or to all who can qualify for it” 
(Weinstein, 1975, pp. 416, 417). Secondly, he advocated that institutions of higher 
learning should increase both students’ self-awareness and well-roundedness for healthy 
involvement in society (Weinstein, 1975, p. 423-425). Last of these three, he identified 
how institutions of higher learning have acted as societal powerhouses by, (a) 
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commodifying knowledge, (b) providing paths to self-actualization, and (c) serving as an 
engine for vocational and social leadership (Weinstein, 1975, p. 425). Evident from this 
were the inclusive undertones within the stated social purposes of PHEs. This was further 
supported in the work of Shapiro (2009) who stated, “In this context, universities will 
need to define their own role in enabling our increasingly interdependent and diverse 
societies to define themselves in constitutional, political, and socioeconomic terms” (p. 
39). In these shifting cultural landscapes, Shapiro (2009) pointed to the necessity for 
higher education leadership as a means of maintaining the social purposes of the 
institution. These studies illustrated the alignment between the social purposes of PHE 
and the axiological underpinnings of inclusive leadership.  
In this coming dialogue, I explored literature on public higher educational 
contexts seeking any congruence between inclusive leadership and educator roles. A 
publication from Castro et al. (2008) provided indication that higher education was a 
suited context for studying diversity-related leadership practices. While the Castro et al. 
(2008) study was specifically focused on affirmative action and its impact on diverse 
educational leadership, it certainly ran parallel to this present study in its rationale for 
investigating the context of higher learning. In their analysis of these educational leaders 
they identified four themes that were examined for their benefit to educators engaged in 
diversity work: (a) comprehension of diversity, (b) biography, (c) institutional barriers, 
and (d) vision for change (Castro et al., 2008, p. 219). These themes revealed congruence 
with some of key components of contemporary inclusive literature, namely the 
management components in the inclusive organization model (Shore et al., 2018).  A 
chapter in the same publication investigated the response of educators to the diversity 
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climate at the University of Arizona (Hart et al., 2008). Of the leaders in this context the 
authors wrote, “They were interested in social justice, the value of diversity in education, 
and the institution itself. Institutional leaders should capitalize on these loyal and 
dedicated faculty members and legitimately reward their work” (Hart et al., 2008, p. 182). 
From this article, it was gleaned that the environment of PHE has demonstrated an 
agreement with key aspects of inclusive leadership outcomes (Cottrill et al., 2013; Nishii, 
2013; Randel et al., 2018; Shore et al., 2011). A similar sentiment resonated in a 
publication by Posselt (2014) who explained educators as leaders and gatekeepers who 
played a significant role in the access point for minority groups. They stated, “Moving 
toward a culture of inclusive excellence will require counterscripts— fresh 
understandings about what admissions considerations mean—and collective engagement 
by faculty and administrators as arbiters of educational opportunity” (p. 509).  
An article by Waitoller and Artiles (2013) provided a fitting endpoint in this 
dialogue with the literature in higher education. They pointed to PHE and its 
organizational commitment to professional development (PD) as another advantage for 
inclusive leadership research. In this work, they sought to understand how research on 
PD informed inclusive education. The results of this systematic literature review 
illustrated several relevant issues: (a) the one-dimensional limitation of popular research, 
(b) limited knowledge produced in educational inclusion, (c) varying definitions for the 
concept of educational inclusion. These echoed the gaps discovered in the dialogue with 
inclusive leadership. In the words of the authors, “The act of dismantling exclusion 
occurs in dynamic, politically charged, and historically contingent contexts. The degree 
of success of inclusive education…depends on the work of local actors and their meaning 
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making process situated in historically evolving activity systems” (Waitoller & Artiles, 
2013, p. 347). This statement combined the urgent needs of complexity, context nature, 
process dependency, and sense making emphasis into a concise call for future leadership 
research.   
This dialogue with the education literature review sought to identify if the context 
of PHE has potential as a possible phenomenon amplifier for inclusive leadership 
research. In response to this dialogue I modified my central question to align with the 
findings: How do educators make sense of inclusive leadership in their experiences of 
educational inclusion?  
Literature Review Chapter Summary 
This chapter of the study provided a review of the literature relevant to this study. 
Taking the advice of Merriam and Tisdell (2016) I chose to “carry on a dialogue with 
previous studies and work in the area” (2016, p. 90).  This conversation in the literature 
was useful to understand how the present study might offer a new voice and perspective 
to the broader dialogue regarding leadership, diversity, inclusive leadership, and public 
higher education. The iterative discussion served to better concentrate the focus and aim 
of this study. In summary, this discursive literature review provided answers to these 
questions: (a) Where is this study situated in the leadership studies landscape?, (b) What 
can we learn at the intersection of leadership studies and diversity literature?, (c) How is 
the field making theoretical sense of inclusive leadership, and (d) What context is suited 
for making sense of inclusive leadership? 
A review of the prominent theory categories in leadership was instructive in 
discovering where this study is situated in the leadership studies landscape (Dinh et al., 
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2014; Gardner et al., 2010; Lowe & Gardner, 2000). The literature at the intersection of 
leadership and diversity revealed the emergence of inclusion and inclusive leadership as 
operative theoretical concepts (Eagly & Chin, 2010; Lewis, 2016; Roberson, 2006; 
Tienda, 2013; Wolfe & Dilworth, 2015; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). The literature dialogue 
illustrated the evolution of inclusive leadership; there were significant theoretical 
developments as researchers continued to elaborate on the inclusive leadership 
framework (Brewer, 1991; Raynor, 2009; Chung et al., 2020). The literature continued to 
develop complex and involved models on the antecedents and outcomes related to 
inclusive leadership. The interplay between the study purpose and literature indicated an 
opportunity for future research. Studies should investigate how these theoretical 
developments are understood and experienced by inclusive leaders. This led to an 
investigation of literature related to public higher education as an inclusive context. In 
this dialogue, I discovered a striking alignment between PHE institutions and the known 
nutriments of inclusive leadership (Castro et al., 2008; Hart et al., 2008; Posselt, 2014; 
Waitoller & Artiles, 2013; Weinstein, 1975). 
These four literature conversations have positioned this study for the planning 
phase and study design. The leadership literature situated this study within the broader 
field. The diversity leadership literature revealed inclusion as an operative conceptual 
outcome meriting attention. Inclusive leadership literature indicated experienced-centered 
studies as a possible supplement to the conversation. The gap identified is summarized 
this way: how do context and leadership sense-making confirm or disconfirm inclusive 
leadership as it is explained in the literature. This stated gap informs and confirms that 
this study should describe how inclusive leadership trainees make sense of inclusion 
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(workplace inclusion) and its agency (inclusive leadership) in the context of higher 
education. Additionally, this literature review refines the central question to ask: how do 
educators make sense of inclusive leadership in their experiences of educational 
inclusion? The next chapter, the study methodology, benefits from the theoretical 
orientation provided in this dialogue with the literature.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
Orientation to the Research  
To better orient the reader, this section follows the four main research decisions I 
made in order to set up the study procedures: (a) study purpose, (b) research approach, (c) 
research method, and (d) study design. The first decision was to determine the research 
purpose by combining the phenomenon, context, strategy, and definitions into a concise 
research statement. The second decision was to determine the appropriate research 
approach considering the study purpose. The third decision required attention to the 
research method best suited to the study purpose and selected approach. The fourth 
decision integrated the previous steps to guide development of and selection of the 
research questions, population of interest, and research site. Detail on each decision is 
provided below. 
Study Purpose 
In the first decision, I determined the research purpose by combining the 
phenomenon of inclusive leadership with the context of public higher education in an 
IPA strategy ensuring that into a concise and clear statement. Taken together, the 
research purpose and central question provide the focused direction of this study. The 
purpose of this interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is to describe how 
inclusive leadership trainees make sense of inclusion (workplace inclusion) and its 
agency (inclusive leadership) in the context of higher education. The central question of 
the study asks, how do educators make sense of inclusive leadership in their experiences 
of educational inclusion? 
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Research Approach 
In the second decision, I attempted to match the study purpose to the appropriate 
research framework (Patton, 2015). Here I provide a progressively narrowing focus 
beginning with an overview of the proposed inquiry paradigm (qualitative) before 
narrowing further to an examination of the selected research framework 
(phenomenology), and arriving with the selected research method for this study (IPA). 
The overview is structured this way as it accurately reflects the process I went through in 
order to match the initial research statement to a methodological partner. 
 As was noted earlier, the research area of inclusive leadership has shown greater 
dependency on quantitative studies than qualitative ones, thus increasing potential 
opportunities for a qualitative approach (Bryman & Stephens, 1996; Cardemil et al., 
2018; Conger, 1998).  Denzin and Lincoln (2018) define qualitative research as, “a 
situated activity that locates the observer in the world…qualitative researchers study 
things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in 
terms of the meanings people bring to them” (p. 10). This definition emphasizes the 
observer, natural settings, and the sense making as distinct features which align with the 
stated purpose of this study. Creswell and Poth (2018) agree with these three and add: (a) 
multiple methods, (b) inductive and deductive logic, (c) participants’ multiple 
perspectives and meanings, (d) emergent design, (e) reflexivity, and (f) holistic accounts. 
These definitions and characteristics provide insight into the purpose and processes of 
qualitative research. This present study is aligned with the listed traits of qualitative 
inquiry. Helping to ratify the decision to adopt an interpretivist perspective are the words 
of Smith et al. (2009): “Qualitative research has a different subject, and it tends to focus 
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on meaning, sense-making and communicative action. That is, it looks at how people 
make sense of what happens; what the meaning of that happening is” (p. 44).  
Phenomenological Approach.   
In deliberating on how to proceed in research from an interpretive outlook, it is 
instructive to review the five qualitative research approaches overviewed by Creswell and 
Poth (2018) in their definitive work on the Five Approaches: (a) ethnography, (b) 
narrative, (c) phenomenology, (d) grounded theory, and (e) case study. Creswell and Poth 
(2018) explain how the research problem can be used to match up with the most fitting 
approach. Using an adapted form of their qualitative flowchart for approaches (Creswell 
& Poth, 2018) the research problem of this study is applied to determine best method fit 
(figure 3). From this figure, it becomes clear in the first tier that neither grounded theory 
nor narrative research match the focus of the central question. In the second tier both 
ethnography and case study lose their form fit with this study when comparing the 
various expected research outputs. Phenomenology is assessed to have best fit with this 
current study. This research approach becomes even more focused in the following 
discussion of the selected research method. 
  
 





Adapted Assessment of Research Framework Fit 
 
Note: Adapted from figure 4.1, Creswell & Poth, 2018  
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Research Method 
In the third decision, I turned my attention to the possible research methods nested 
within the larger category of phenomenology. In a concise introduction to interpretative 
phenomenological analysis (IPA), Tuffour (2017) presents descriptive phenomenology 
and hermeneutic phenomenology as its two broadest categories. In more applied sciences, 
such as education, communication, or leadership studies, the hermeneutic approach is 
more commonly adopted (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 14). Tuffour (2017) explains hermeneutic 
phenomenology diverges sharply from descriptive/transcendental on the practice of 
reduction, opting instead for the intentional application of theoretical lenses for 
interpreting the data (p. 2). This shows alignment with this study which seeks to 
understand the specific experiences of participants and also the shared voice and 
perspectives of the group together.  
In addition to providing these two categories and their points of departure, 
Tuffour (2017) also introduces four other specific design methods that draw from the 
descriptive and hermeneutic traditions in building their more focused approach to 
phenomenological research. Those methods are (a) life world approaches, (b) first-person 
accounts, (c) reflexive/relational approaches, and (d) interpretative phenomenological 
analysis (Tuffour, 2017). In figure 4 I synthesized this information into a model which 
explains the distinctives of each research style and demonstrates divergences between 
these methods.  
  
 





Adapted Assessment of Research Method Fit 
 





Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) provides the best alignment with 
this study given its commitment to (a) “explore, describe, interpret”, (b) “situate” or 
contextualize, and (c) “participants’ sense-making of their experiences” (Tuffour, 2017, p. 
3). IPA offers the structure to accomplish the research question of the present study. This 
demonstrates as a stronger choice in methodology since none of the other styles allow for 
this double hermeneutic (Smith et al., 2009). Further justification is provided next.  
Justification. IPA can be understood as a stream of research methods drawn from 
the larger tradition of phenomenology which flows from the much larger inquiry 
paradigm known as qualitative research. IPA should not be considered a rigid form of 
methodological practice, but rather a structured form of planning, collecting, analyzing, 
and reporting the experiences of individuals and the sense they make of it. Smith and 
colleagues (2009) state, “In IPA we are assuming that our data (provided that they permit 
us access to a reasonably rich and reflective level of personal account) can tell us 
something about people’s involvement in and orientation towards the world, and/or about 
how they make sense of this” (p. 4).  
An overview of IPA’s history and unique characteristics will help illustrate its fit 
and application to the present study. IPA’s emergence can be traced back to Smith’s 1996 
work where it was asserted that this approach helps reconcile the disconnect between 
mainstream psychology and experienced-based research principles (Smith et al., 2009). 
Though currently it is less than thirty years old as a method, its rapid growth is an 
indication of its merit and potential (Tuffour, 2017).   
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Its history is also intertwined with the four seminal contributors to 
phenomenology. Husserl is a key influence on IPA as a method. Husserl’s commitment to 
understanding experience as explained by participants remains an important foundation 
for IPA. Like Husserl, IPA researchers prioritize the voice and language of participants as 
a rich source of data. Unlike Husserl, however, IPA is not concerned with discovering the 
universal essences of human existence. On this point Smith et al. (2009) writes, “While 
Husserl was concerned to find the essence of experience, IPA has the more modest 
ambition of attempting to capture particular experiences as experienced for particular 
people” (p. 16). 
IPA diverges from Husserl in the same fashion as other authors, in particular 
Merleau-Ponty, Sartre and Heidegger. These authors are clear to source their work back 
to Husserl, but provide a more concrete form of phenomenology to practice. For instance, 
Heidegger’s predilection for the worldliness or throw-ness of research is an aligning 
feature for IPA (Tuffour, 2017). This focus on the inter-relation of individuals is 
consistent with IPA’s contextual nature. The work of Heidegger helped to establish 
immersion in context as critical to the interpretive effort. The divergence of Heidegger 
from Husserl on the point of reductions is significant, as this decision is congruent with 
IPA in rejection of reduction in favor of context-based understanding. Additionally, 
Heidegger can be thanked for instituting the practice of reflexivity which is adopted and 
utilized by IPA researchers. Merleau-Ponty deserves attention for affording greater 
prominence on the perceptual dynamic of experience and meaning making. This plays a 
central role in the data collection and analysis phases of IPA research. Merleau-Ponty also 
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established the centrality of human embodiment in relation to the phenomenon, further 
enhancing the importance of context and inter-relatedness in research.  
Sartre follows Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger, further narrowing the 
methodological focus for later IPA researchers. It is Sartre that added the interpretive 
value of the becoming dynamic as an important lens in research. This improves 
phenomenological analysis by elevating the importance of agency and outcome in 
contextual research. IPA researchers can thank Sartre for the attention paid to the 
aspirations and development of participants. The combined influence of Husserl, 
Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre are together the foundation for this unique form of 
research known as IPA (Tuffour, 2017, p. 3).  
IPA is decidedly a suited approach for this study as it provides the structure to 
carefully examine (a) the experiences of inclusive educators, (b) their sense making 
process of inclusion, (c) the context of public higher education within an inclusive 
leadership training program, (d) participant convergences/divergences, (e) themes that 
capture the essence of the phenomenon, and (f) researcher experience/expertise. Its 
unique structure has also been shown to provide insight that might allay the concerns 
introduced by Conger (1998) and Bryman and Stephens (1996). Conger (1998) listed five 
clear ways that leadership literature benefits from qualitative inquiry: (a) increased depth 
of analysis into leadership phenomena, (b) flexibility and sensitivity to arising 
phenomena, (c) process focus, (d) contextual sensitivity, and (e) interpretation of 
symbolic dimensions (p. 111). All of these can be reasonably expected of this study, as it 
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is designed for depth, flexibility, process-orientation, contextual sensitivity, and symbolic 
interaction.  
IPA is a relatively young, yet, still well-accepted research method (Charlick et al., 
2016, p. 206). Boden et al. (2019) state, “Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) 
is concerned with people’s experiences, understandings, and how they find themselves in-
the-world” (p. 218). Eatough and Smith (2017) explain that IPA progresses from the in-
depth data collection to detailed case-by-case study before interpreting the examples of 
convergence/divergence between cases. Tuffour (2017) adds to these descriptions in 
stating that IPA, “seeks to study the lived human experiences and the way things are 
perceived and appear to the consciousness” (p. 3). IPA has its roots in the field of 
psychology but has since moved into the health care, counseling, leadership, and 
educational psychology fields. It continues to be adopted by a variety of human science 
disciplines (Charlick et al., 2016). Its originator, Jonathan Smith, welcomes this academic 
expansion for the method, stating, “We welcome the fact that IPA is also beginning to be 
used in cognate disciplines in the human, health and social sciences and we encourage 
this expansion” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 5).  
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Study Assumptions. Given the IPA nature of this study, the relevant assumptions 
can best be identified in connection to the foundational phenomenological researchers: 
Husserl, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre. The first perspective can be traced to 
Edmund Husserl who, when pioneering the philosophy of phenomenology, emphasized a 
focus on the experience as described by participants (Lichtman, 2013). This emphasis 
directs me, the researcher, to listen to the voice and language of the participant rather than 
attempting to fit participant experiences into prescribed categories. This theoretical 
perspective is adopted in this study and informs decisions in the processes of study 
design, sampling, data collection, analysis and reporting. The reader can approach this 
study as an attempt to interpret the language of the participants as they describe inclusion 
and its agency.  
The second perspective is linked to both Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty (Tuffour, 
2017) who both stress contextual embodiment. Heidegger promotes immersion into the 
world and meaning making of participants in order to see connections between the 
individuals and people/elements surrounding them. Merleau-Ponty urges 
phenomenologists to research in such a way that emphasizes the embodied positions of 
participants. Together these two concepts require the researcher to immerse themselves in 
the context of the participants and form inquiry to better understand the unique 
perspectives of those studied. Adopting the contextual embodiment assumption informs 
data collection, validation strategies, data analysis, and reporting. For this reason, greater 
detail is provided so the reader can better appreciate the impact of context and participant 
embodiment.  
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I term the third perspective as participant becomingness, and it is linked most 
closely to the work of Sartre (Tuffour, 2017). This can be understood as “the 
developmental, processual aspect of human being” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 19). This 
theoretical perspective, when adopted, requires me, the researcher, to account for the 
participants’ potential development related to the phenomenon. This is most visible in the 
development of research questions, data collection, and data analysis. The reader will 
note that becomingness will be featured as an influence in descriptions of participants and 
voice excerpts selected in the reporting of results.  
The hermeneutic perspective, explained by Eatough and Smith (2017) involves an 
iterative process and a double hermeneutic (p. 12). Hermeneutic interpretation, while not 
unique to IPA, is certainly a defining feature as it serves to structure much of the data 
analysis. This theoretical perspective requires the researcher to move between analysis of 
the particular and the whole which is known as the hermeneutic circle. This circle allows 
for an examination of function of parts independently as well as the ways parts relate to 
one another and function as a whole. This interpretive perspective also highlights what is 
known as the double hermeneutic, first introduced by Smith and Osborne (2003). This is 
explained in the following quotation: “The researcher is trying to make sense of the 
participant trying to make sense of what is happening to them” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 3). 
This double hermeneutic can be most visible in the data reporting and the researching 
positioning reflexivity. Hermeneutic interpretation will be obvious to the reader as they 
examine research results, specifically with super-ordinate themes. 
The final perspective of idiographic commitment further supports the aims of 
hermeneutic interpretation and analysis. Idiography emphasizes each particular case in its 
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own right prior to providing the same individual attention to the next case and before 
searching for themes between cases. Adopting this perspective most directly impacts 
sample selection and data analysis procedures. This idiographic perspective prepares the 
reader for depth of detail in analysis and a sample that is small, purposively selected, and 
contextually situated (Smith et al., 2009). This review of the foundational authors of 
phenomenology and IPA served to highlight assumptions relevant to the present study. 
These assumptions precede a description of the study design.  
Study Design 
In my final research decision, I integrated the steps of study purpose, research 
approach, and research method to guide the study design. In this section I provide an 
explanation of the research questions, context and population, and research site.   
Research Questions. Four research questions were developed building from advice 
offered by Smith et al. (2009). The research questions for this study are provided here:   
• RQ1: What does inclusion mean to participants?  
• RQ2: How do participants make sense of inclusion? 
• RQ3: How do educators conceptualize inclusive leadership? 
• RQ4: How do participants conceptualize their exercise of inclusive 
leadership?  
Second tier RQs were also developed following the suggestion that these RQs, “may 
be used to explore theory-driven questions. Quite often it is useful to have a few more 
refined or theory-driven questions, but to treat these as ‘secondary’ – because they can 
only be answered at the more interpretative stage” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 48). The two 
second-tier research questions are listed here:   
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• RQ5: Are there evident connections between the theoretical concepts of inclusive 
leadership (i.e., belongingness, individuation, etc.) and the emergent themes of 
this study? If so, how prominent are those theoretical connections?  
• RQ6: How evident/prominent are theoretically expected inclusion outcomes in the 
emergent themes of this study?   
The expected outcomes referred to in the RQ6 are (a) high quality relationships, (b) job 
satisfaction, (c) intention to stay, (d) job performance, (e) organizational commitment, (f) 
well-being, (g) career opportunities, (h) organizational citizenship behaviors, (i) 
organization-based self-esteem, (j) team member voice, (k) helping behaviors, (l) 
psychological safety, (m) quality work, (n) task creativity, and (o) unit psychological 
safety (Carmeli et al., 2010; Chung et al., 2020; Cottrill et al., 2014; Choi et al., 2015; 
Fitzsimmons et al., 2020; Hirak et al., 2012; Jansen et al., 2014; Mitchell et al., 2015; 
Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; Ovseiko et al., 2019; Rayner, 2009; Shore et al., 2011; 
Shore et al., 2018; Weiss et al., 2018; Werner & Campbell, 2017). 
All first and second-tier research questions were chosen as a result of the dialogue in the 
inclusive leadership literature. In the next section I have provided a review of the study 
context and population.  
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Context and Population. In order to locate the research site it is first necessary to 
identify the target context and population. The selected context is public higher education 
because it is an institution that has clear organizational alignment with the phenomenon 
(inclusion and inclusive leadership). The population of interest is educators within the 
context of higher education. This population is best suited to this inquiry as they are 
influencers in a context that missionally aligns with the phenomenon of interest. 
Additionally, educators were selected because of positional overlap in their experience of 
workplace inclusion as well as their organizational role which includes functions of 
inclusive leadership. The literature review chapter provided ample reason to select public 
higher education as a suited context and educators as an ideal population. 
Research Site. From the study purpose, target context, and population, I selected the 
research site. This study strives to understand the sense educators make about inclusion 
and its agency. The study takes place at a PHE institution. The selected research site is a 
Midwestern metropolitan university. The student population at this institution has seen a 
dramatic increase in diversity over the last ten years. From Fall 2008 to Fall 2018 the 
ethnic minority student population grew from 19% to 34%. This factor is suitable given 
that inclusive leadership is the phenomena of interest for this present study. This 
university recently began an equity and inclusion certificate (EIC) training program for 
educators. This program solicited applications from interested educators across the 
institution; 32 were selected for the initial two-year cohort period. The participants 
represent various institutional departments, positions, and diversity markers. These 
factors were considered when the program selected the cohort members. In this training 
program EIC candidates must complete four mandatory courses, three elective courses, 
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and complete a reflexive project. The intended goal of this program is to train the 
educators to enact principles of inclusive leadership in the educational context. Access to 
the site has been granted and an IRB certification was obtained before research began 
(IRB approval letter found in Appendix A). 
Study Procedures  
To further inform the reader on the methodology of this study, this section 
provides details of the (a) sampling procedures, (b) data collection, (c) data analysis, (d) 
validation strategies, and (e) ethical considerations. Building from the orientation to the 
study, this section next outlines the structure and plans for implementation of this 
research.   
Sampling 
As was mentioned earlier, the research site for this study is a Midwestern public 
university. The sample is a nonrandomized given the priority placed on selecting 
individuals who “‘represent’ a perspective, rather than a population” (Smith et al., 2009, 
p. 48). The sample was generated by way of criterion and convenience sampling which 
allowed for selection of participants “based on time, money, location, availability of sites 
or respondents” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2017, p. 98). The availability and location of these 
participants made this group a sensible choice when seeking a sample that aligned with 
the aims of this research. The perspective of interest is drawn from educators at this 
university as their professional role and commitment provide relevant insight about the 
phenomenon of inclusive leadership. More specifically, the sample chosen from this 
context were educators selected for a two-year inclusive leadership and equity training 
certificate program. This professional training program was selected as it provides a pool 
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of participants who, through their participation in this program, demonstrate (a) 
commitment to inclusive leadership, (b) applied training in inclusion, (c) engaged sense-
making experiences with inclusion, and (e) context specific inclusive leadership practice. 
The sampling criteria of full-time employment was chosen to ensure that participants had 
adequate exposure to institutional workplace inclusion. This sample was chosen because 
it offers an opportunity for focused attention to how these leaders make sense of inclusion 
and its agency. All educators in the sample have expressed a professional commitment to 
develop competency related to the phenomenon of interest.  
The detailed process for the sample recruitment can be explained in three steps: 
(a) participant criteria, (b) participant recruitment, and (c) sample size determination. In 
the first step, criteria for the sample were identified as full-time employees in higher 
education, experienced in inclusive leadership, and with active engagement in inclusive 
leadership training. The participants were invited through a short presentation at an 
inclusive leadership training zoom meeting. As the researcher, I took time to orient the 
group to the study aims before inviting participation from the sample. The interested 
participants received follow up communication through email where they also received 
the informed consent information and other relevant details (provided in Appendix B). 
Strategic decisions were made to ensure homogeneity within the sample. This aligns with 
the suggestion of Smith and Osborne (2003): “IPA researchers usually try to find a fairly 
homogeneous sample, for whom the research question will be meaningful” (p. 56). The 
most recent suggestions on sample size for IPA studies are between 3-12 participants 
depending on the research question and the scope of the research (Smith et al., 2009, p. 
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51). To align with IPA best practices, this study included a sample of twelve total 
participants involved.  
Data Collection 
Data collection within the approach of IPA involves identifying and maximizing 
whichever form of data will offer the richest, most detailed account of experiences with 
the phenomenon (Smith et al., 2009, p. 56). Creswell and Guetterman (2019) suggest a 
compendium of data collection approaches: (a) observations, (b) interviews and 
questionnaires, (c) documents, and (d) audio-visual materials.  
Observations. Observations provide field notes as data, based on insider or 
outsider experiences in the research site. This data collection technique allows the 
researcher to observe the participants engaging in an experience of the phenomenon 
(Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). While I did engage in limited observation during the 
meetings, these were not used in the formal data analysis as it did not yield meaningful 
data. The meetings that I did attend were more instructional in nature and did not provide 
participants much opportunity to demonstrate principles or voice thoughts. When 
participants were able to do so it was typically in breakout rooms which were not 
recorded. Since I was not able to attend all of them simultaneously my ability to 
incorporate participant thoughts/behavior was limited.  
Documents. Documents allow the researcher to examine the insightful comments 
and thoughts of the participants. A proven asset to qualitative inquiry, documents are 
particularly helpful to IPA analysis due to its connection to participant sense-making. 
Creswell and Guetterman (2019) state that documents, “provide the advantage of being in 
the language and words of the participants who have usually given thoughtful attention to 
        59 
them” (p. 223).  The educators in this inclusive leadership training program are required 
to compose weekly answers and reflections on course material. Documents were 
compiled and reviewed; however this data collection method did not yield meaningful 
data for two reasons: (a) not all members participated in the document/posts provided, 
and (b) the post/document topics were not always relevant to the purpose and research 
questions of this present study.  
Interviews. It will be important to provide some extended detail on the planned 
interviews, as they offer a focused opportunity for data collection. Smith et al. (2009) 
suggest that interviews, along with diaries, are the best option for gathering data (p. 56). 
They state that in IPA, researchers are “aiming to design data collection events which 
elicit detailed stories, thoughts and feelings from the participant. Semi-structured, one-to-
one interviews have tended to be the preferred means for collecting such data” (Smith et 
al., 2009, p. 57). With this in mind, a description of the planned interview process is 
provided here. Each interview was a semi-structured, in-depth and purposeful 
conversation. The interview was scheduled for a 45-to-90-minute time window to allow 
for sufficient saturation of ideas, as this has been suggested as a typical timeline for a six-
to-ten question interview schedule (Smith et al., 2009). The intended interview schedule 
is provided in Appendix C. Participants were asked to clarify their sense-making and 
validate analysis results during a scheduled member-check session which is discussed 
further in the validation section. Potential changes in participant sense-making will be 
identified in future iterations of this research. These subsequent studies are briefly 
outlined in the future research section. 
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Audio and Visual. The fourth source of data was recorded audio/visual 
interviews and the training sessions. Due to the shifting social dynamics of the COVID 
19 pandemic, Zoom and like communication methods offer a unique vantage point for the 
present study. This virtual dynamic allows for paraverbal analysis of meetings and 
interviews. These serve to enrich the data as they allow for trace evidence during data 
analysis and narrative structure development. The present study utilizes two of the four 
approaches of data collection: interviews and audio visual. As a summary, the data 
collection for this study follows these steps: (a) contacted/invited at training meeting, (b) 
follow up through email, (c) informed consent provided and signed, (d) location and time 
of the interviews established, (e) semi-structured interviews conducted and recorded to 
allow for audio/visual triangulation of participants’ responses, (f) participants contacted 
for member-check session following data analysis, (g) the double hermeneutic is applied 
to both forms of data collection. The audio and visual aspect was utilized during the data 
immersion step as well as the linguistic section of the initial notetaking. Special attention 
and analysis were included here for the non-verbal and paraverbal cues provided through 
this medium. Additional review of the video and audio were utilized when I wanted to 
ensure I had correctly interpreted the meaning of excerpts utilized in the results write-up. 
The data collection is followed by careful IPA data coding and analysis.  
Data Coding and Analysis 
The hermeneutic and iterative nature of IPA requires that coding and analysis 
happen in a blended fashion (Smith, 2007; Smith, 1999) which is described here. The 
data coding and analysis followed eight steps adapted from the suggestions of Smith et al. 
(2019, pp. 81–106) and Goldspink and Engward (2019, p. 292). The adapted step names 
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for this study are (a) data immersion, (b) initial notes, (c) emergent theme development, 
(d) connection between themes, (e) move to the next case, (f ) reflexive positioning, and 
(g) cross case pattern analysis, (h) recurrent theme placement. 
Data analysis began with purposeful immersion into the transcripts and recordings 
to “ensure that the participant becomes the focus of the analysis” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 
82). During this step, I intentionally slowed down in order to make sure the participants 
and their stories remain the focus of the analysis. This step allowed for para-verbal 
dynamics, another valuable source of data, to emerge and to be recorded in the initial 
notes.  
The second step of analytic notes was the most demanding, as the researcher here 
engages the data with increased detail and a progressively expanding focus (Eatough & 
Smith, 2017). Smith et al. (2009) explain that this is the most time demanding of the steps 
because of the attention paid to three levels of analysis: (a) descriptive, (b) linguistic, and 
(c) conceptual. Smith et al. (2009) explain these levels this way: 
“Descriptive comments [are] focused on describing the content of what the 
participant has said, the subject of the talk within the transcript...Linguistic 
comments [are] focused upon exploring the specific use of language by the 
participant... Conceptual comments [are] focused on engaging at a more 
interrogative and conceptual level” (p. 87). 
The notes from these three levels were recorded on the notetaking form and used 
for later steps of analysis. The aim here was to provide detailed and comprehensive 
comments that can be traced as the analysis goes deeper. This step utilizes each level of 
analysis to better understand the experiences and sense making of participants. A sample 
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of this notetaking form is provided in figure five. I developed this form in order to better 
organize the analysis that suggested for the initial note-taking step of IPA analysis (Smith 
et al., 2009). The first column is where I would provide descriptive notes on each 
particular section of the interview. The linguistic column allowed me to review the 
transcript again to analyze the “specific use of language by the participant” (Smith et al., 
2009, p. 87). The third column is designated for conceptual comments or questions which 
I developed in the next examination of the transcript. The next column to you see is 
where I copied the text for easy review and to separate the next column of this form 
which was designed for the next step in the analysis.  
Figure 5 
Sample Initial Note 
 
In the third step of analysis, I identified the prototype (or emergent) themes for the 
present case under examination utilizing the transcript and notes from previous steps. 
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Smith and Osborne (2008) assert that this step involves organizing the transcript notes 
into grouped ideas while also honoring the complexity and distinction of responses.  
In the fourth step, I analyzed the case in order to map or chart the 
emergent themes that arose in step three in order to identify super-ordinate themes (Smith 
et al., 2009). There are various suggestions on how to facilitate this movement from 
word-meaning to category connections. Typical starting points for organizational 
structures include chronological appearance, spatial connection, and flow-oriented 
models. It is here that I attempted to discover how the “themes fit together” (Smith et 
al., 2009, pp. 95–96).  In each case I organized these themes in categories titled (a) 
educator identity, (b) processing inclusion, (c) defining inclusive leadership, (d) 
exclusionary experiences, and (e) campuses are critical contexts which are described in 
more detail in chapter four of this study. These categories provided a clear flow and path 
for the final stages of analysis.  
In the fifth step, I moved from a completed case to the next participant transcript, 
engaging again at step one for this new case. In this process, the double hermeneutic is 
employed to allow for a perspective in the particular that will iteratively expand to focus 
on the whole case. This was repeated case by case until data saturation was reached.  
The sixth step is one suggested by Goldspink and Engward (2019) as an addition 
to those provided by Smith et al. (2009). This step, titled reflexive echoes, is introduced 
here but explained in more detail in the researcher positioning section. Goldspink and 
Engward (2019) explain it as the step where the researcher “strives to deliberately 
highlight the reflexive dimension of IPA by enabling the researchers to clearly position 
themselves as the data analysis shifts from descriptive observations into deeper 
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interpretive work” (p. 292). They also define echoes as those researcher experiences that 
can be measured on a spectrum from very easily detectable to “anomalous feelings 
requiring clarification” (Goldspink & Engward, 2019, p. 293). It is during this step that 
researchers linger in the descriptive data, ruminate on echoes, journal/memo/bracket 
before moving on to the interpretative analysis. Goldspink and Engward (2019) suggest 
that this can be done to help bracket and recognize the “echoes” that may arise for 
researchers in the process of IPA research. It was here that I paused and reflected on the 
research-based self, the brought self, and the situationally-created self (Reinharz, 2011) 
which are thought to relevant when engaging in research positioning. 
The final two steps of data collection are cross case pattern analysis and recurrent 
theme placement. It was in these steps that I identified cross-case patterns through an 
involved comparison of superordinate themes for each case. These superordinate themes 
are central to IPA research and helpful when interpreting the cases together. Several 
different analysis methods were utilized in these final two steps, which included 
abstraction, subsumption, polarization, contextualization, numeration, and function 
(Smith et al., 2009, pp. 96–99). Data analysis then led to the important step of validation 
which is outlined next. In these steps the superordinate themes from all the cases were 
analyzed to determine their relative priority and consonance in the voices of the 
participants. These themes were then analyzed in order to determine how well they were 
represented among participants (numeration) and these results were then sent to 
participants for member-check feedback. This feedback was used to confirm or 
disconfirm the priority of each theme. If these themes showed cohesion in the results 
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write-up process they were deemed to achieve recurrent theme status. These themes were 
the primary influence on the coordinated response to this study’s research questions.  
Validation Strategies 
In this study, validation and reliability are addressed through the employment of 
targeted strategies. Validation efforts are those planned activities employed by researchers 
in order to assess the accuracy of the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Various authors 
have provided insightful conceptualizations of the goals of qualitative validation (Lincoln 
et al., 2018; Polkinghorne, 1989; Yardley, 2000) and the means to practice it (Creswell & 
Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015). For those seeking a description of 
reliable validation goals, Smith and colleagues (2009) point to the work of Yardley 
(2000) who provides four dimensions that can be used to measure the quality or validity 
of qualitative research. The first qualitative validation dimension is sensitivity to context 
which addresses how well-positioned the study is to the participants, their perspective, 
their context and the extant literature on the phenomenon. The second qualitative 
validation dimension is commitment and rigor and it relates more to the efforts and 
competency of the researcher. This dimension is related to the depth and breadth of the 
analysis. The third qualitative validation dimension is transparency and coherence which 
is an examination of researcher ethos (character, competence, and charisma) and its 
relation to study outcomes. The fourth qualitative validation dimension provided by 
Yardley (2000) is impact and importance which highlights the study’s theoretical and 
practical import. In this study, I strategically planned for these validity dimensions by 
employing strategies matched to the aims of context sensitivity, commitment, rigor, 
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transparency, coherence, and importance. These elements were supplemented with 
additional resources on research validation and accuracy. 
Building on the work of Guba and Lincoln (1989), Lincoln et al. (2018) suggest 
five criteria useful for determining the validity and authenticity of qualitative research. 
They advance fairness, ontological authenticity, educative authenticity, catalytic 
authenticity, and tactical authenticity as criteria useful for determining the quality of 
phenomenological inquiry. Fairness highlights the inclusion or omission of participant 
voices. Ontological and educative authenticity relate the level of awareness raised for 
participants and those around them. Catalytic and tactical authenticity seek to determine 
the level of agency prompted for participants and researchers. As with the dimensions 
offered by Yardley (2000), these validation dynamics were incorporated in my planned 
validation strategies. 
The validity goals and descriptions above are further augmented by specific 
validation strategies (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). These strategies 
provide clarity on how qualitative researchers might act to better ensure study validity. 
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) suggest the following validation strategies: (a) triangulation, 
(b) member checks/respondent validation, (c) adequate engagement in data collection, (d) 
researcher's position or reflexivity, (e) peer review/examination, (f) audit trail, (g) rich, 
thick descriptions, and (h) maximum variation (2016, p. 258). Appendix D provides a 
matrix combining validation goals/intents with specific strategies employed in the present 
study. The table also provides intended outcomes, planned study actions, as well as 
informing sources for the strategies and outcomes.  
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In this study, I employed the following strategies in order to better ensure research 
accuracy. First, I operated in prolonged engagement with the training program and 
participants. I continue this commitment through all phases of the research which are 
detailed in the future research section. Secondly, I engaged in triangulation through 
multiple methods of inquiry and analysis (interviews and audio/visual review). This 
triangulation is interwoven into the data analysis process following the iterative format 
suggested by Smith et al. (2009). As I progressed through the steps of analysis I 
developed a recursive investigation of the data moving between audio/video review and 
transcript examination. This triangulation allowed for review of the meaning of 
participant words as well as the interpretative meaning behind the vocal and nonverbal 
elements employed by the participants. 
To maximize sample variation I employed the third strategy of purposeful 
sampling described in a previous section. To facilitate transparency and coherence, my 
fourth strategy employed a parallel researcher reflexive journal throughout the study. 
Next, I offered further validation support by way of informed consent and a well-planned 
interview protocol (see appendix C). Additionally, I ensured greater accuracy in the 
findings by planning for and developing a clear and detailed narrative structure to 
amplify voices and themes. The write-up results reflect the analysis that takes place 
across all steps of analysis. Additionally, I provided a stage-by-stage review of analysis to 
the participants and to stakeholders for discussion and suggestions in the member 
checking and data audit strategy. Finally, this study is subject to rigorous peer review by 
my dissertation committee. These strategies supported the study aim of understanding 
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how educators make sense of inclusive leadership in their experiences of educational 
inclusion. Next I provide the ethical concerns related to this study. 
Ethical Considerations 
Validity and reliability play a central role in the planning and implementation of 
this research study and are said to be contingent upon the ethics employed by the 
researcher (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Research ethics should be understood as those 
procedures, professional standards, situational adjustments, and relational dynamics with 
a researcher intentionally engages in to best protect the participant and context under 
study (Lichtman, 2013; Lincoln et al., 2018). The relational dynamics of 
phenomenological inquiry are a particular area of ethical importance given the unique 
challenges inherent in qualitative data collection (e.g. observations, interviews). Merriam 
and Tisdell (2016) state, “part of ensuring for the trustworthiness of a study—its 
credibility—is that the researcher himself or herself is trustworthy in carrying out the 
study in as ethical a manner as possible” (p. 265). In this section I outline how this 
present study meets the ethical and professional standards of leadership research.  
The ethical responsibility of research necessitates careful attention and strategic 
planning (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015; Smith et al., 
2009). The ethical procedures for this study followed six phases of implementation: (a) 
study planning, (b) study beginning, (c) collecting data, (d) analyzing data, (e) reporting 
data, and (f) study publishing. The first phase of ethical practice occurred during the 
study planning period. The major concerns can be summarized as ethics of access, 
process, and context. The ethical strategies I employed in this study during this phase 
included (a) submission for institutional review board approval, (b) site selection 
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considering power dynamics, (c) credit traced to sources, and (d) obtaining permission 
for use of any material that maybe be considered proprietary (or sensitive).  
The second phase of ethical practice began when I commenced the study 
formally. It is in this phase that I focused on clear communication of purpose, avoiding 
pressure tactics with participants, respecting the site culture/norms, and being considerate 
of access and confidentiality (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The ethical strategies I employed 
in this study during this phase are (a) pressure free recruitment, (b) permission to exit 
study, (c) cultural competency, and (d) informed consent.  
Data collection is the third phase of ethical awareness and practice. In this phase, 
the ethical concerns relate to principles of respect (e.g. power balancing, respect 
participants, don’t disrupt the site); honesty (avoid deception, benevolence) and security 
(data storage). In consideration of the sensitivity of data collection, the ethical strategies I 
employed in this study include recruitment, informed consent, and planned interview 
content. The fourth phase of ethical practice relates to data analysis and focuses on 
respecting the privacy of participants and the objective nature of the information they 
provide. The ethical strategies I employed in this study during this phase were case-to-
case analysis and identity/data protection practices. The fifth phase of ethical practice 
occurs when the data is being processed and reported. It is here that I engaged in honest 
reporting, inclusive story-telling, and accessible language choice.  
The final phase of ethical practice occurs in the study publication stage and 
focuses on the readership audience and the information needed to best interpret the study 
results. The ethical strategies I employ during this stage relate to the access of report 
material and language choice to ensure that the broadest audience benefits from the study. 
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Table 1 provides a synthesis of the stages of ethical consideration (Creswell & Poth, 
2018) and includes the specific strategies this study employed along those stages. I 
engaged in these efforts to ensure the safety and well-being of the study participants. 
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Table 1 
Ethical Consideration Timeline 
Time or Stage Ethical Concern to Address Research Strategy Employed 
Study Planning • Ethically gain approval for and access to 
the research site.  
• Follow professional association 
standards (IRB) 
• Demonstrate 
• Submit for institutional review board approval  
• Select site that will not raise power issues with 
researchers  
• Give credit for work done on project;  
• Obtain permission for use of any material that 
maybe be considered proprietary [or sensitive] and 
give credit.  
Study Beginning • Be open and clear about the purpose of 
the study 
• Do not pressure participants into signing 
consent forms 
• Be sensitive to needs of vulnerable 
populations (children, prisoners, etc.) 
• Contact participants and inform them of general 
purpose of the study  
• Tell participants that they do not have to sign form 
• Find out about cultural, religious, gender, and 
other differences that need to be respected 
• Obtain appropriate consent 
Collecting Data  • Respect the site and disrupt as little as 
possible 
• Avoid deceiving participants 
• Respect potential power imbalances and 
exploitation of participants 
• Do not “use” participants by gathering 
data and leaving site without giving back 
• Store data and materials (e.g., raw data 
and protocols) using appropriate security 
measures. 
• Build trust, convey extent of anticipated disruption 
in gaining access 
• Discuss purpose of study and how data will be 
used 
• Avoid leading questions; withhold sharing 
personal impressions; avoiding disclosing 
sensitive information 
• Store data and materials in secure locations for 7 
years 
Analyzing Data • Avoid siding with participants (i.e., 
“going native”) 
• Respect the privacy of participants 
• Report multiple perspectives; report contrary 
findings 
• Assign fictitious names or aliases (pseudonyms) 
Reporting data • Avoid falsifying authorship, evidence, 
data, findings, conclusions 
• Avoid disclosing information that would 
harm participants 
• Communicate in clear, straightforward, 
appropriate language 
• Do not plagiarize 
• Report honestly 
• Use composite stories so that individuals cannot 
be identified 
• Use language appropriate for audiences of the 
research 
• See APA (2010) guidelines for permissions 
needed to reprint or adapt the work of others 
Publishing the 
study 
• Share reports with others 
• Tailor the report to diverse audience(s) 
• Do not duplicate or piecemeal 
publications 
• Complete proof of compliance with 
ethical issues and lack of conflict of 
interest  
• Provide copies of report to participants and 
stakeholders 
• Share practical findings; consider website 
distribution, and consider publishing in different 
languages 
• Refrain from using the same material for more 
than one publication 
• Disclose funders for research and who will profit 
from the research 
 
This methodology section covered the planned study procedures. It provided the 
strategies for sampling, data collection, data analysis, validation, and ethics. Taken with 
the research orientation section, these procedures should provide clarity on the structure 
and strategy of this study. Smith and colleagues analogize methods to a conceptual map 
when describing how they can provide some sense of the “ground” the study intends to 
cover. They explain this benefit of methods stating, “We can think of methods as 
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providing us with a partial map of the territory which we wish to cross” (Smith et al., 
2009, p. 41). In order to better identify the territory this study intends to cross I next 
provide the aims of the study. While there is little benefit to proposing hypothesis for an 
IPA study, the use of aims and objectives can help to focus the attention of the researcher, 
participants, and readers toward anticipated indicators of study success. The final 
methodology section seeks to further orient the reader to the theoretical ground this study 
sought to cover in the various stages of the research. 
Overall Aim of the Study 
As was stated earlier, the research purpose, central question, and research 
questions the focusing direction of this study. They are particularly informative when 
considering possible overall aim of this work. Figure 5 provides a brief review of the 
research purpose and tiered research questions as these inform study aims and objectives. 












The study purpose and central question jointly articulate the intentions of both the 
researcher and the study making them useful when formulating aims of the research. The 
overall aim of this study is to contribute to the field by reconciling disparity between 
current theoretical conceptualizations of inclusive leadership and the sense making of 
inclusive educators. The first phase of this research plan has the following objective: to 
accurately and equally represent the sense making of the first cohort of educators. This 
overall aim and objective together inform the aims and objectives that appear in planned 
researcher positioning, delimitations, and future research.  
Planned Researcher Positioning 
The purpose of researcher positioning is to provide the reader with relevant 
influences that may impact the interpretation of research (Creswell & Poth, 2018). For 
this reason, researchers systematically log and strategically provide relevant assumptions, 
background, and influences along the research timeline. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 
define researcher positioning (also called reflexivity) this way: “Critical self-reflection by 
the researcher regarding assumptions, worldview, biases, theoretical orientation, and 
relationship to the study that may affect the investigation” (p. 258). Goldspink and 
Engward (2019) define its counterpart, reflexivity as, “an attitude, a deliberate 
mechanism to bring forward a thoughtful, considered, and conscious attentiveness of 
researchers in relation to their presence in research practice” (p. 292). These authors, and 
others, stress the importance of researcher positioning and reflexivity because of the 
central role that the researcher takes when engaging in interpretative inquiry (Lincoln et 
al., 2018; Reinharz, 2011).  
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Reinharz (1997) explains reflexivity as an active inventory of relevant identities 
and an accounting of influences those identities may have on the research. These selves, 
which may bear importance to the study (or the reader of the study), are examined and 
included in the publication. Reinharz (1997) provides these three categories of self: (a) 
the researcher-based self, (b) the brought-self, and (c) the situationally-created self.  
The researcher-based identity relates to those parts of the self that impact or 
inform the role the researcher is taking on. Important to note along with this is the notion 
Reinharz (1997) explains as the sponsorship of the research. Research sponsors are those 
people or influences on the research that is taking place. The sponsors are those who may 
endorse or critique the work, and their influence may be important to also note. The 
brought-self represents those aspects of the researcher that constitute a personal reality 
and cannot be divested from the person who is doing the research. These might include 
relational statuses, demographic details, interests, or relevant personal experiences. The 
situationally-created self are those identities that emerge as a consequences of research 
situations. The process of research undoubtedly influenced me, and, as the primary 
research tool, it is important that I account for these effects.  
These three themes of self are helpful in my inventory of those personal identities 
that may be relevant to the study and its audience. The research positioning occurred in 
planned reflexive statements during the study. These were formatted as a written 
reflective pause where I explored the ways in which personal identity sources might be an 
influence on that particular stage of the work. These written pauses also provided me with 
the opportunity to demonstrate transparency as I appropriately bracketed personal identity 
influences. Smith et al. (2009) provide support for this, stating, “The IPA approach to 
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data collection is committed to a degree of open-mindedness, so you will have to try to 
suspend (or ‘bracket off’) your preconceptions when it comes to designing and 
conducting your interviews or other data collection events” (p. 42). Each reflexive pause 
was kept short and focused to the impact upon the study so as not lose focus of the 
participants who must remain central to the study (Smith et al., 2009). 
I have identified five planned points in the research where these written reflexive 
pauses took place. Table 2 provides these planned pauses, the stage of research it occurs 
in, and the predicted focus of that researcher positioning.  
Table 2 
Planned Researcher Positioning Pauses 
Planned Reflexive Pause Research Stage   Pause Focus 
Introduction Pause Outset of Research, in the 
dissertation proposal stage 
Introduction to the 
researcher and initial 
accounting of selves 
Pre-Interview Pause After sampling, informed 
consent, and prior to the 
interviews 
Provide an accounting of 
experiences and selves 
which may impact the 
interviews.  
Post-Interview Pause Following all data 
collection procedures prior 
to ANY data analysis.  
Intended to account 
primarily for the 
situationally created self 
for bracketing purposes  
Reflexive Echo Pause During the described 
Reflexive echo stage of 
data analysis 
Described below 
Post-analysis Pause Follow all data analysis 
and prior to the reporting 
of findings 
This is done to provide the 
reader with an accounting 
of how the influence if my 
identities may converge 
with the report of findings.  
 
In each of the reflexive pauses I sought to answer three questions that relate to the 
selves introduced by Reinharz (1997). The first questions, “How is my identity as a 
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researcher influencing the study?”, seeks to account for influences of my research-based 
self. The second question references my brought-self in asking, “How is my personal 
identity influencing the study?”. The third question, “How are the situations of this 
research influencing me?” allows for an inventory of the impact the research has had 
upon me.  An additional question (How are the sponsors of my research influencing this 
study?) was addressed if/as sponsorship was deemed to play an impact on the study 
(Reinharz, 1997).   
Differing somewhat from the other steps is the planned reflexive echo step which 
occurs during the data analysis process. This form of researcher positioning provides an 
opportunity to explain the researchers’ position before deeper interpretative analysis 
begins. Goldspink and Engward (2019) explain it as, “a mixture of the participant’s and 
researcher’s words and experiences resonating with each other during the research 
process” (p. 291). They assert that process of identifying echoes, “gives a heightened 
sensitivity to both the researcher’s own place and being in the research, and to the other 
in relation to the researcher” (Goldspink & Engward, 2019, p. 291). This is done to 
support the double hermeneutic while still maintaining the idiographic nature and study. 
Given the influence personal identity and experiences have upon the researcher 
and their interpretations of the data, it is appropriate to provide adequate researcher 
positioning. In this section I articulate an aim and an objective for the study’s statements 
of reflexivity.  The planned aim with the researcher positioning is to inform the relevant 
stakeholders of those researcher identities that might bear influence on the study. The 
objective of the researcher positioning section is this: the planned research positioning 
pauses deepen the insight to the descriptive analysis while maintaining the idiographic 
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priority of IPA research (Goldspink & Engward, 2019, p. 293). The purpose of this plan 
is not to predict the specific influences which might arise from the data collection and 
analysis, but rather to prepare a process that allows reflexive echoes to be identified and 
acknowledged. These five pauses serve a primary function of assisting me in my efforts 
to bracket personal influences (Smith et al., 2009). It is for that reason I elected to omit 
from this manuscript the second, third, and fourth reflexive pauses (pre-interview pause, 
post-interview pause, and reflexive echo pause). I provide only the introductory 
positioning and a summary post analysis pause in order to orient the reader to the 
possible ways my research-based self, brought self, and my situationally created self may 
influence this study. 
In this proposal phase of the research, time was spent considering future phases of 
research that will occur following the completion of this study. The next subsection 
describes these anticipated phases and describes the aims for these phases of future 
research. 
Future Research 
Future research is included in this research proposal to provide a preview of an 
extended research plan beyond this present study. This future research section will outline 
the initial plans for a four phase multiperspectival IPA case study analysis (Larkin et al., 
2019). The combined phases of the study will establish comparative results using analytic 
induction (Smith et al., 2009). The four-stage phase research plan will take place in the 
same research site, and it will involve the first two cohorts to the inclusive leadership 
training program mentioned. A description of the research design is provided (see figure 
6) to summarize the connected phase timeline.  
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Figure 7 
Planned Future Research Phases 
 
Aims and objectives are developed for each phase which will eventually graduate into an 
elevated aim for the overall study. The aims and objectives for the four phases are 
provided next. The overall aim of this study (phase 1) is to contribute to the field by 
reconciling disparity between current theoretical conceptualizations of inclusive 
leadership and the sense making of inclusive educators. The first phase of this research 
plan has the following objective: to accurately and equally represent the sense making of 
the first cohort of educators. The second phase of this research plan has the following 
aim: to provide a secondary description of educators’ sense making for the phenomenon 
of inclusion and its agency.  The second phase of this research plan has the following 
objective: to accurately and equally represent the sense making of the second cohort of 
educators. The third phase of this research plan has the following aim: to provide a 
concluding description of educators’ sense making for the phenomenon of inclusion and 
its agency (cohort 1 only). The third phase of this research plan has the following 
objective: to provide a multiperspectival representation of the sense making of the first 
cohort of inclusive educators.  The fourth phase of this research plan has the following 
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aim:  to provide a concluding description of sense making for the phenomenon of 
inclusion and its agency for the second cohort of educators. The fourth phase of this 
research plan has the following objective: to provide a multiperspectival representation of 
the sense making for the first and second cohort of inclusive educators.  
This methodology section provided an overview of the overall aims, researcher 
positioning, and future research. These were provided to accomplish three purposes: (a) 
to outline study components that have not yet taken place, (b) provide flexible criteria for 
study benchmarks, and (c) offer some description for intended study outcomes and 
influences. Overall, this study aims to contribute to the field by reconciling disparity 
between current theoretical conceptualizations of inclusive leadership and the sense 
making of inclusive educators. In the practice of researcher positioning I aimed to 
provide findings and analysis that amplify all of the participant voices and perspectives. I 
planned to do this by incorporating regular researcher positioning, in particular during the 
reflexive echoes step of analysis. The anticipated delimitations were inventoried and 
planned adjustments were proposed. The future research section provides the aims that 
extend beyond this study to connected studies in upcoming phases.  
Methodology Chapter Summary 
The intent of this chapter was to provide a clear and comprehensive description of 
the methods, procedures and aims for this study. In the first section I provided an 
orientation to the research itself in following these research decisions: (a) study purpose, 
(b) research approach, (c) research method, and (d) study design. In the second section I 
provided the planned procedures which are the, (a) sampling procedures, (b) data 
collection, (c) data analysis, (d) validation strategies, and (e) ethical considerations. In the 
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final section, I outlined the overall aim, researcher positioning, and future research. 
Building on the literature dialogue in chapter two, these three sections in the 
methodology provide the detailed description of the study design. This plan has been 
constructed to accomplish the study’s purpose which is: to describe how inclusive leaders 
make sense of inclusion (workplace inclusion) and its agency (inclusive leadership) in the 
context of higher education. The result of this study is a clear, comprehensive narrative 
that blends the super-ordinate themes with the voices of participants as we jointly explain 
their experiences and sense making of inclusive leadership.  
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Chapter 4: Results and Findings 
Chapter four introduces the results and answers the central question of this study. 
This chapter’s purpose is to “show your reader what you have found” (Smith et al., 2009, 
p. 108). I do this by describing the results and directing them to the central question 
which asks, “how do educators make sense of inclusive leadership in their experiences of 
educational inclusion?” I have organized this chapter to include (a) a review of the data 
analysis, (b) recurrent theme results, and (c) study findings. The results should be 
understood as the outcome of the analysis while the findings represent the information 
deemed appropriately matched to the research questions of this study.  
Data Collection and Analysis 
In this section I provide an overview of the steps taken during the data collection 
and interpretative analysis of this study. I recruited participants for this study by way of 
announcement at a virtual cohort training session. I followed up with participants through 
email asking for initial interest in the study. Of the 34 individuals in the program 29 
responded back to the initial email indicating interest in the study. Next, I sent the 
participants an email with the detailed information about the study, following IRB 
specifications, and the opportunity to sign the informed consent documentation. Of the 29 
cohort members that indicated initial interest, 16 provided IRB approved consent for 
study participation. Of that number, 12 set up interview times and met with me to discuss 
inclusive leadership virtually. All participant interviews lasted between 45 and 75 minutes 
and covered the main questions of the interview protocol (see Appendix C) with 
appropriate flexibility. Figure 8 provides a timeline of the interviews that took place 
during data collection.  
  
 










The interviews mostly followed the interview protocol, deviating only as participants 
directed to deeper detail of study-relevant concepts. Not illustrated on this timeline is the 
member-checking that occurred via email following the completion of step seven of data 
analysis and prior to the placement of recurrent themes. A detailed overview of the data 





Data Analysis Steps 
# Title Objective Description 
1 Data 
Immersion 
To acquaint myself with the 
transcript & voice of each 
participant in isolation. 
• Listened to audio while reading transcript 
• Reviewed video and created initial note form for 
step 2 
2 Initial Noting To provide descriptive, linguistic, 
& conceptual analysis for the case 
transcript and audio/video.  
• 2A) Descriptive Analysis 
o Re-read transcript 
o Used note-taking form to create a 
summary statement of case 
o Example/sample descriptive note “Here 
the participant is outlining personal 
examples of exclusion” 
• 2B) Linguistic Analysis 
o Listen and watch video 
o Made notes on the transcript of all 
priority terms and linguistic devices, for 
example, noting the potent use of 
metaphor. 
o Example/sample linguistic note “To this 
point the participant is has emphasized 
belongingness nearly seven times” 
• 2C) Conceptual Analysis 
o Re-read transcript and notes from 2A & 
2B 
o Provided conceptual questions based on 
transcript & notes 
o Example/sample conceptual note “How 





To articulate emergent themes for 
each transcript sections based on 
blended review of the three-part 
initial noting.  
• Reviewed transcript and notes from step 2 
• Provided summary statements for each 
section/question of the transcript that describe it in 
a clear and pithy statement 
• Numbered these responses 
• Printed and cut the emergent themes out for step 4 




To develop a fitting chart, map, or 
other system of organization for 
the emergent themes of the case.  
• Grouped emergent themes based on a 
corresponding central question category using the 
theme connection sheet (figure 10). 
• Prioritize the themes in those categories by 
poignancy of statement 
• Categories are used to develop a participant 
informed summary of their responses around that 
category 
• Create a general response/summary to the central 
question 
5 Move to Next 
Case 
To complete steps 1-4 on the next 
case in the study 
Repeat steps 1-4 for each case individually until 
saturation across cases occurs (plan follow up 
interviews as needed) 
6 Reflexive 
Positioning 
To provide regular opportunities 
to position the researcher during 
the ongoing analysis 
Provided time to self-reflect on data analysis and 
personal connections daily 
7 Looking for 
Patterns 
Across Cases 
To collect and organize 
superordinate themes (case 
prominent themes) across cases 
• Gather the emergent themes as they align with the 
central question (five categories emerged) 
• Identify any emergent themes that can be said to 
be true for all cases and place them in the top level 
of the analysis structure 
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# Title Objective Description 
• Organize emergent themes that capture priority 
concepts into tier #2 
• Identify emergent themes with unique/important 
voice, place in tier #3 
• Identify emergent themes that appear case-quiet 
(less influential in the case) and place them in tier 
#4 
• In situations where placement was unsure, 1) refer 
to the related case summary, or, 2) explore the 
themes stapled underneath the prominent theme 
for direction in placement 
• Results were developed following this tier of 
placement & shuffling occurred when connected 
statements were found in lower tiers 
• Data saturation occurred at case 10 of 12, this was 
determined when findings were demonstrated 
evident resonance in a majority of emergent theme 




To synthesize superordinate 
themes into recurrent themes to 
represent the shared voices of the 
participants 
• Applied validation strategies to determine whether 
superordinate themes of step 7 accurately 
represent shared voices of participants 
(consonance*) 
 
Data Analysis Steps 
The rigorous nature of IPA research is important to represent, as it serves to 
illustrate the involved process necessary for drawing effective conclusions. In particular, 
data analysis steps two, three, four, and seven are deserving of further illustration. Data 
analysis step two is by far the most involved of all the data collection steps, both in its 
detail of analysis and the time demand it creates across study cases. In this step, I took 
each case in isolation and evaluated it with four unique foci to better interpret and distill 
the interview data. I analyzed the visual communication, vocal communication, and 
transcript content to make (a) descriptive notes, (b) linguistic notes, and (c) conceptual 
notes. These layers of analysis were then utilized to develop emergent themes for each 
case in isolation. These emergent themes were the foundation of the theme connections 
made in step four, where I provided summarized descriptions of the emergent theme 
categories and a case specific answer to the central question of the study. After 
completing data analysis steps one through four with 10 cases, I reached clear data 
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saturation. Figure 9 illustrates a completed initial note-taking form as well as the 
emergent themes for that page of that case. This form provides an example of steps one 





Example of Data Analysis Steps #1-3
 
Step four is illustrated in Figure 10. This step illustrates the interpretative nature of this 
analysis on the case level and serves as an example of how each case was treated 
individually. These steps became a reliable template for the cross-case analysis of steps 





Example of Data Analysis Step #4 
 
Step seven of data analysis involved cross case analysis to identify the recurrent themes 
demonstrating consonance across the sample. This concept of consonance is explained in 
the results section below. Figure 11 demonstrates the involved process of identifying the 






Images of Data Analysis Steps #7-8 
 
In this section I have outlined the data collection and analysis procedures for this study. 
The eight steps provided the results that are covered later in this chapter. Figure 12 
provides the timeline of this process of data collection and analysis.  
Figure 12 




 In this section I have provided a summary of the validity employed in this study. 
The plan for research validation was provided in chapter three but is reviewed here to 
demonstrate how the plan was followed and to detail adjustments made during this 
interpretative study. Internal validity is explained as the congruency of results with reality 
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In this study there were ten active validation strategies that 
were employed to determine that congruency. Table 4 provides a review of those 





Validation Strategies and Adjustments 
Strategy Intended Outcome/ Impact Planned Strategy Action Modifications 
Prolonged 
Engagement 
• Immersion with the participants 
and context to better interpret data;  
• Ontological Authenticity 
• Ensures greater chances of data 
“saturation”  
• Educative Authenticity 
• Tactical Authenticity 
• Sensitivity to Context 
• Commitment & Rigor 
Prior, Present, Post engagement: 
The researcher has been with the 
population since inception, will 
continue through all phases of 
research. 
Incorporated and 




• Corroborate data with multiple 
data sources 
• Fairness 
• Ontological Authenticity  
• Sensitivity to Context 
• Commitment & Rigor 
The researcher will have 4 data 
sources as described in the data 
collection section (1. Observations, 
2. Documents, 3. Interviews, 4. 
Audio/Visual). 
The researcher utilized 2 
of the 4 data sources 
described in the data 
collection section (1. 
Observations, 2. 






• To provide intentional 
discussion/debate about research 
methods and researcher reflection 
• Transparency & Coherence 
• Provide openness about methods 
and researcher-participant rapport;  
• Sensitivity to Context 
• Commitment & Rigor 
• Impact & Importance 
Peer debriefing sessions will occur 
bi-monthly the span of the research 
engagement with a stake holder and 
subject-matter expert.  
  






• Provide the reader with a well-
described researcher lens to place 
and interpret as they consider the 
study,  
• Mapping of personal influences, 
• Bracketing 
• Transparency & Coherence 
The researcher will engage in a 
parallel researcher journal 
beginning prior to data collection 
and continuing through research. 
The reflexive echoes step will be 
included.  
Incorporated and 
accomplished as planned. 
Rich Thick 
Description 
• Fairness  
• Educative Authenticity  
• Allows for transferability of 
findings based on accuracy of 
description  
• Commitment & Rigor  
• Educative Authenticity 
• Commitment & Rigor 
• Transparency & Coherence 
• Impact & Importance 
The results will be developed in a 
clear and detailed narrative 
structure to amplify voices and 
themes.   
Incorporated and 
accomplished as planned. 
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• Scrutiny of the process and product 
of the analysis to determine 
accuracy 
• Transparency & Coherence 
The researcher will provide a 
stage-by-stage review of analysis to 
the participants and to stakeholders 
for discussion and suggestions.  
Member-check Emails 
were sent to the ten 
participants to solicit 
feedback on the 
superordinate themes. 
These were utilized to 
determine internal 
validity/consonance of the 
findings.  
The researcher also 
scheduled meetings with 
all ten participants and the 
program director 
(participants and to 
stakeholders) to provide a 
theme-by-theme review of 
findings. 
Audit Trail • Detailed account of every analysis 
step and decision point 
• Commitment & Rigor 
• Transparency & Coherence 
The final write-up results will 
reflect the analysis that takes place 
across all seven steps of analysis. 
2nd tier research questions were 
developed to assess theoretical 
congruence. 
Incorporated and 




• Increasing applicability of findings 
through purposeful sampling 
• Fairness  
• Educative Authenticity 
• Sensitivity to Context 
• Impact & Importance 
The sample includes a 
representative (1/3), homogenous 
group (by acceptance). 
Purposeful sampling is employed. 
Incorporated and 
accomplished as planned. 
Researcher 
Support  
• Catalytic Authenticity 
• Tactical Authenticity  
• Commitment & Rigor 
The researcher will offer support by 
way of Informed Consent and 
interview protocol. 
Offers of additional support will be 
given if participants are interested 
in information or support regarding 
leadership and/or intercultural 
competency development. 
Incorporated and 
accomplished as planned. 
Literature 
Review 
• Sensitivity to Context 
• Commitment & Rigor 
A literature review will be utilized 
prior to data collection to 
determine second-tier RQs. 
A literature review will be 
completed after the data collection 
to ground the data. 
Incorporated and 
accomplished as planned. 
 
There were ten specific strategies employed to support study validity which I review 
here. First, a literature review was utilized prior to data collection to develop a clear 
central question and well-informed research questions for the study. I returned to the 
literature to continue the conversation informed by the findings of this study which are 
outlined in chapter five’s theoretical discussion. Secondly, I engaged in prolonged 
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observation of the training program and participants. Thirdly, I engaged in triangulation 
through multiple-method-inquiry and analysis (interviews, and audio/visual). To 
maximize sample variation I employed the fourth strategy of purposeful sampling 
described in chapter three. As a fifth strategy, I maintained regular contact with cohort 
stakeholders regarding the research and progress made. To facilitate transparency and 
coherence, my sixth strategy employed a parallel researcher reflexivity journal 
throughout the study. Next, I offered further validation support by way of informed 
consent (see Appendix B) and a well-planned interview protocol (see Appendix C). In 
each interview, I made mention of my intention to be a support to the participants if they 
were seeking further resources on this topic. Next, I ensured greater accuracy in the 
findings by planning and developing a clear and detailed narrative structure to amplify 
voices and themes. The write-up of results reflects the analysis that took place across all 
steps. Second-tier research questions were developed to assess theoretical congruence of 
findings. Additionally, I engaged in member checking with participants to solicit 
feedback on the five discovered superordinate themes. The participants were invited to 
respond to these themes, and this feedback was utilized to determine which superordinate 
themes would be designated as recurrent themes for this study. Table 5 provides the 
superordinate themes and descriptions provided to the participants and the responses to 
those themes from participants.  
 





Table with Summary of Themes and Member Check Responses 
Superordinate 
Themes 
Researcher Explanation Combined Participant Feedback 
(1) “Inclusion is a 
journey of 
growth for 
educators”.   
(this theme focuses 
on the expressed 
identities of the 
participants)  
This first recurrent theme relates to the 
professional and/or personal identity of 
participants as revealed in their own choosing. 
The theme is titled, “Inclusion is a journey of 
growth for educators” for two primary 
reasons.  First, participants were generally 
willing to share their experiences with 
inclusion and their aspirations for inclusive 
leadership in the future but they were 
noticeably less willing to call themselves an 
inclusive leader. Secondly, it was noteworthy 
that participants avoided static definitions for 
inclusive leadership (or for themselves) and 
opted instead to define it by qualities that are 
growth oriented and flexible. Both of these 
observations point to participants’ priority of a 
“becomingness” dynamic to inclusive 
leadership where participants are given 
permission to grow into the role as one might 
grow into their personal identity.  
• “This definitely resonates for me. I don’t know what I don’t know and being wrong in this field 
has personal and professional consequences. I learn more about inclusion nearly every day. 
Perhaps the self-realization of this as a journey is the first step on that journey.” 
• “I agree with this explanation. I don’t know if anyone will ever be a “finished” inclusive leader. 
Humans grow and change, times change, language changes. To respect that, you have to grow 
and continually educate yourself.” 
• “I agree with inclusion being defined for educators as a journey.  Beautifully put.  I wonder what 
would allow people to feel comfortable with being an inclusive leader?  I like the idea of 
‘becomingness’ because it does speak to each person and their own responsibility for growth.” 
• “I completely agree with this.  Even as I met with you initially, I told you the story of my 
development toward inclusion.  The IDI also supports this…we all come to this work 
with different levels of experiences and if as long as we come with a willingness and desire to 
learn and grow in inclusion, it will happen.  The journey is continuous and you will never fully 
reach the destination as new ways to include will always develop.  In the 60’s we saw civil rights; 
70’s saw legislation for people with special needs and women’s rights; gay rights,….it goes on 
and on!    It reminds me of Jerome Bruner’s spiral curriculum.  We keep revisiting the same 
concepts but at higher and more complex levels.  1960 civil rights with MLK is not the same as 
the Black Lives Matter movement.” 
• “I may suggest noting social [etiquette] (fear of sounding braggy) as possible limitation reason for 
people’s unwillingness to consider themselves inclusive leaders.” 
• Generally speaking, finding interpersonal definitions of diversity. As well as trying to throughout 
that process. 
• Agreed! I think it’s always a “becoming” story/situation. We, as people, are always discovering 
one’s true self, so it has to be an adaptable trait. It’s hard to pinpoint a definition because it may 








Situated within this category are those 
statements that articulate first the ideals of 
inclusion and secondly the challenges that 
arise during the practice of inclusive 
leadership.  
Each participant was able to clearly convey 
what inclusion could or should look like and 
• “As alluded to in theme one, there is much to learn. Inclusion and equity require focus on the 
individual. People who identify with the same general group of disenfranchised humans may have 
wholly different ideas of what equity and inclusion means to them.” 
• “I agree. Inclusion for everyone is idealistic. In practice, I doubt we will ever be able to provide 
ideal inclusion for everyone equally. As stated above the focus of society shifts over time. As this 
happens, issues are brought to light on one marginalized group or another. As we learn how to 













each participant also articulated some form of 
challenge or contradiction that serves to 
complicate efforts to achieve that goal.  
The idealistic concept of this phenomenon 
seemed very clear to participants with many 
responses clearly describing the importance of 
inclusion and equity for everyone.  
What was most striking in this theme were the 
many examples of complications and 
challenges participants encountered when 
seeking to create that ideal inclusion for 
everyone equally. 
constant give and take. This give and take is part of the barriers. Further, 
changing people’s attitudes and actions is difficult. The challenges to this can be overwhelming.” 
• “I, personally, don’t think anyone has experienced pushback or complications while trying to 
create inclusion or equity.  Our system teaches us exclusion from early childhood. It would seem 
to me those who are trying to navigate change are not the majority in any situation except where 
leaders have defined inclusion and accepted nothing but equity.” 
• “Yes.  This is the challenge.  Because everyone comes to the table with different levels of 
preparedness for an inclusive environment, it is difficult to bring a “one size, fits all” leadership 
strategy.  While maintaining solid principles of inclusion, a leader needs to bring flexibility to 
help lead people less ready for the work and SIMULTANEOUSLY manage 
the expectations/frustrations of people who more advanced and want to charge ahead.” 
• Clearly, at any level, many spaces are saying they are inclusive but, aren't actually taking the 
action to do so.  
• We strive for an inclusive setting, but it sounds like it’s easier said than done if there were many 




essential to the 
practice of 
inclusive 









This recurrent theme focuses on the definitions 
and parameters of inclusive leadership from 
the words and experiences of the participants. 
In their statements regarding inclusive 
leadership one descriptor, “open-mindedness” 
emerged as the most commonly stated and that 
quality serves as the focus of this recurrent 
theme. All ten participants can be identified as 
congruent with this recurrent theme. The 
descriptions provided for open-mindedness 
were remarkably consistent between 
participants as was the priority role it plays for 
inclusive leaders in an educational setting. 
• “It is for the person who has been disenfranchised, excluded, or treated unfairly to determine 
what inclusion and equity looks like for them, so one cannot assume the same thing for people 
who seemingly share the same exclusionary characteristic. Once one decides what it means to be 
“x”, a person who is “x” shares an entirely new definition.” 
• “I have no comments. I think you captured this perfectly.” 
• “Open mindedness – fascinating that all participants were congruent with this theme. Wonderful, 
too. I wonder if people who are not open minded would have participated in this research.” 
• “TRUE!!  While I can come with ideas and plans, sometimes in leadership (as in teaching) 
wonderful, teachable moments and unexpected opportunities can arise.” 
• Leadership requires being open to continue the conversation.  






importance”.   
(this theme gathers 
the resonant 
This recurrent theme emphasizes participants’ 
prominent experiences and the influence of 
those experiences upon their understanding 
and practice of inclusive leadership. While the 
interview protocol did not specifically ask 
participants to share experiences of exclusion, 
it was noteworthy that all shared either a direct 
or an indirect example of how exclusionary 
• “There’s nothing like doing for learning. The first time you run out of toilet paper is the last time 
you’ll run out of toilet paper. Often, we need to experience something – even if it’s just a taste of 
it – to begin to understand the perspectives of people who are mired in it.” 
• “Yes. If you don’t experience exclusion, how do you know what that is? How do you understand 
and define privilege? I think this is ringing true for the white community as we shift society to put 
more influence on inclusion. All of the sudden, we (white community) are experiencing exclusion 
in the form of that give and take. We need to realize that we are not part of every group, we are 









Researcher Explanation Combined Participant Feedback 
experiences of 
participants for 





experiences serve to define inclusion and its 
importance.   
marginalized groups experience on a regular basis. But forcing the white community to be 
uncomfortable and not feel that they can say and do whatever they want is a very slight form of 
exclusion. They are finally starting to taste (barely) that experience.” 
• “Wonderful information.” 
• “I think there is a “perfect storm” of exclusion, frustration that somehow yield empowerment, but 
I think it has to be tempered with basic leadership principles to be effective and not just produce 
anger.”  
• Personal experiences and bias cater to the system of how inclusion is viewed.  
• With all the participants, it’s interesting that all have had some experience with exclusion – With 
the individuals who have experienced/seen the exclusion happen, I wonder if that has “lit a fire” 
on their passion and efforts to strive for inclusivity. I know for myself it has, but I wonder about 
the others.  
(5) “Higher 
education is 
positioned to help 
in the effort of 
inclusion”.   
(this theme centers 
on the contextual 
factors 
represented in the 
statements of 
participants) 
This recurrent theme served to gather and 
organize statements made by participants 
about the context of higher education and the 
role inclusion plays within it. The theme states 
that higher education is positioned to help in 
the effort of inclusion. This was evident in 
responses from individuals and serves to 
highlight the perceived congruence between 
the concept of inclusive leadership practice 
and the context of public higher education. 
Participants often mention how educational 
inclusion serves a societal good. 
• “As long as universities and colleges remain independent of corporate and government influence, 
I think this is true. It’s interesting how a school may decide to come down on a particular subject 
when a large gift is at stake.” 
• “Again, no comments.” 
• “I hope this is true.  I think higher education and the system it is built on also discourages those in 
vulnerable positions (tenured track) from exposing much of the inequalities that exist.” 
• “I agree that higher ed is positioned to help, but it takes good leadership to ensure that this isn’t 
all talk and no action.   There are a lot of universities scrambling to write DEI statements for their 
websites, but I am not convinced that all are substantively committed to change.” 
• “I agree on how educational inclusions serves as a societal good, but I think it ties into it’s easier 
said than done. Higher education doesn’t always look diverse and inclusive, when it really can be. 
So I guess – the idea of it sounds great, but is it really being implemented, is my question.” 
General Feedback • “Honestly, I don’t have any meaningful feedback to add as everything looks great! I may suggest 
noting social [etiquette] (fear of sounding braggy) as possible limitation reason for people’s 
unwillingness to consider themselves inclusive leaders. (purple section pasted in box 1)” 
• “I have no additional comments except to say I thought the themes that emerged were 
interesting!” 
• “I think the themes make sense and I certainly see myself and my responses reflected in your 
summations. At this point I don't have more pointed feedback since I don't know the whole 
breadth of your analysis, but I look forward to seeing you tease out the nuances of each area.” 






This member-check feedback from the ten participants proved helpful in the development 
of responses to the research questions of this study. The statements of the participants 
revealed clear agreement with the superordinate themes which directly inform the 
answers to the RQs and the central question. These validation strategies served to 
accomplish the study’s aim of understanding how educators make sense of inclusive 
leadership in their experiences of educational inclusion. In the next section I provide the 
results of the study.  
Results 
I begin the results section by providing an organizational overview. This is done 
to appropriately orient the reader to the intent of this section, its structure, and several 
operative definitions. The results of this study are provided here in hierarchical narrative 
format in order to provide clarity in explanation of themes while still ensuring the voices 
of participants are prioritized. Smith et al. (2009) explain the purpose results serve in IPA 
research: “Your purpose here is twofold: you need to give an account of your data, to 
communicate a sense of what the data are like, and you need to offer an interpretation of 
your data, to make a case for what they all mean” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 109). I 
accomplish both these goals by (a) introducing the study participants, (b) providing a 
description of the recurrent themes, (c) interpreting the recurrent theme results 
summarily, (d) developing coordinated responses from themes to the research questions 
and the central question of the study. There are terms utilized in the results that may be 




Operative Terms and Definitions 
Emergent theme: those interpretative descriptions that emerge in each case to represent 
the descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual analysis notation (Smith et al., 2009). Emergent 
theme organizational placement for this study is illustrated in Figure 13. 
Figure 13 
Illustrated Organization of Study Themes 
 
Superordinate theme: a graduated status for interpretative emergent themes that are 
found to be appropriately representative for an individual case under study (Smith et al., 
2009). This can be considered as an emergent theme that is in consonance with at least 
seven of the ten participants.  
Recurrent theme: themes that meet a level of congruence across cases allowing them to 
serve as explanations of results and as representations of the research findings (Smith et 




Priority Concept: a term I use here to explain emergent themes chosen within recurrent 
theme structures that support the superordinate theme and provide greater dimension and 
expression of its importance. As a standard, any selected priority concept was expected to 
be supported by two or more voices in the participant pool with direct relation to the 
superordinate theme selected for that recurrent theme. Each recurrent theme includes 
three priority concepts.  
Unique Voice: a term I use here to explain emergent themes chosen within the recurrent 
theme structures that adds an important voice and perspective of the priority concept and 
recurrent theme it supports.  
Consonance: a term I use here to represent the level necessary for superordinate themes 
to graduate to the level of recurrent theme for this study. Smith et al (2009) explain both 
the flexibility of recurrence standards and its importance stating, “There is no rule for 
what counts as recurrence and the decision will be influenced by pragmatic concerns such 
as the overall end product of a research project” (p. 107). Consonance is the term I 
choose to represent and will be used to describe a level of agreement/compatibility 
between participants that accomplishes two criteria: (a) must show a direct agreement 
with at least seven of the ten participants, and (b) must be confirmed through the use of 





Recurrent Theme One: “Inclusion is a Journey of Growth for Educators” 
The first recurrent theme relates to the professional and/or personal identity as 
expressed by participants. The superordinate theme that is chosen for this first recurrent 
theme is titled, “Inclusion is a journey of growth for educators” for two primary reasons. 
First, participants were very willing to share their experiences with inclusion and their 
future aspirations for inclusive leadership but were far less willing to call themselves an 
inclusive leader. Secondly, it was noteworthy that participants avoided static definitions 
for inclusive leadership (for themselves) and opted instead to define it by growth-oriented 
and flexible qualities. Both of these observations point to participants’ priority of a 
“becomingness” dynamic for inclusive leadership. The becomingness dynamic is relevant 
as it affords participants freedom to flexibly grow into their inclusive leadership role 
much like an individual grows into their identity. This recurrent theme was generated 
through the identification of all those participant themes relating to identity that emerged 
from cases and connected across them.  
Each participant, in their own way, revealed openings into their identity as educators 
which I chose to use as their introductions here. These educators are discussed using their 
preferred pronouns, and careful attention was paid to the use of code names which have 
been employed to protect participant identities. I have provided organization to this 
recurrent theme by providing the overarching superordinate theme, followed by the 
priority concepts that support it, which are then illustrated in the form of unique “voices” 
which offer detail, depth, and resonance. Figure 14 is provided to demonstrate the 






Illustrated Hierarchical Flow for Recurrent Theme 1 
 
The superordinate theme, and title for this category, was stated: “inclusion is a 
journey of growth for educators.” This superordinate theme reached the level of recurrent 
because no observable disagreement could be found among participants. The theme 
expresses the temporal nature educators applied to their self-definitions of inclusion and 
inclusive leadership.  This superordinate theme was found to be consonant (see above 
definition) with all but one participant, whose response implied agreement but never said 
directly that their identity played a part in their personal experiences of inclusion and 
inclusive leadership. This theme and its cross-case consonance illustrated the many ways 
participants referenced the impact of past experiences upon their present inclusive 
leadership efforts. This theme also reflected the priority that participants placed on future 
inclusive leadership aspirations as a motivating force for their inclusive efforts today. It 




by providing the context of their past experiences as well as their future ambitions. 
Situating the identity in narrative form is not uncommon (Shamir et al., 2005); however, 
in these interviews it emerged as the norm when participants described their experiences 
of inclusive leadership.  This journey perspective of this leadership style is worth noting, 
as it represents potential for future inquiry which is discussed in chapter five. This 
recurrent theme represents a shared voice by participants who expressed uniquely how 
their inclusive leadership is set to the backdrop of their personal and professional identity.  
Antony provides resonant voice for this leadership identity dynamic when responding 
to a probing question about why he believes inclusion matters:  
[07:16] yeah um. You know, I have to say, like part of my journey of being a better 
ally in general, particularly to people of color and other marginalized groups has 
really changed my answer to that, because I think in the past I was going to make sure 
that everybody's welcome in my classroom and that was inclusion to me. But I think 
just through my own journey even like personally at home, you know I really realized 
it's not so much about my intent, it's really about how it lands on other people, and so, 
for me, that has been a greater priority and I'm by no means a master at it at all.  
The above quote of Antony’s exemplifies this recurrent theme and provides a fitting 
introduction to this educator. I find this section to be representative of Antony because it 
demonstrated the great intentionality he brings to his role as an educator and to the 
responses he offered in this interview. His depiction of his responsibility and his 
commitment to incorporate inclusive leadership strategies were very evident throughout 
the interview. They represented a quality that came to be widely referenced and 




inclusive identity journey when responding to a question about how inclusion happens as 
a process. “[24:09] That was an area where I was like, oh yeah, of course I'm going to 
treat this person the same…so I know this is like where I am on the journey.” 
Not every participant used the term journey, but this theme was evident in the 
self-revealing identity responses of participants throughout the interviews. It is for that 
reason that “inclusion is a journey of growth for educators” was chosen as the 
superordinate title for the first recurrent theme. This theme connected clearly to the 
central aim of this study which seeks to understand how educators make sense of 
inclusive leadership in their experiences of educational inclusion. Within this graduated 
theme of the educator’s inclusive journey, three priority concepts arose: (a) identity 
backdrops, (b) identity struggles, and (c) leveled playing field.  
For many of the participants, identity served as a critical backdrop to their work 
and actions in inclusive leadership. It was striking to find that almost all participants 
chose to begin with a personal identity statement when describing formative experiences 
of inclusion. This section from Tara’s interview was illustrative of the ways participants 
chose to interweave their personal journey into their explanations of inclusive leadership: 
[02:48] My thoughts about inclusion have evolved over time, so I think that, as 
part of my background, I was raised in, a biracial household, right? I'm a first 
generation student my father's an immigrant, [he] immigrated to the United States 
from the [identifier redacted] and was raised in the [identifier redacted], but he's 
actually [identifier redacted] that is his ethnic background, and I have a sister who 
is [neuro-diverse] and so, you know race and ableism…[and] advocating for 




whole idea of inclusive practices for students with special needs was still a part of 
who I’ve been as I've done my graduate work… [06:22] I mean, I try and be as 
inclusive as possible.  
Tara provided numerous examples spanning her life experiences which demonstrated this 
embeddedness of inclusion. Each example supported her ongoing commitment to 
inclusion as well as  her willingness to admit the priority of never being “finished” 
learning. It is her humility which stood out as a defining attribute throughout the 
interview. The experiences of educational inclusion she shared were quite impressive, and 
yet she was just as comfortable sharing her more humbling points on her journey of 
inclusion. This emergent theme serves as a priority concept because of the resonance it 
achieved in the shared voices of participants. This consideration of identity as a valuable 
backdrop to inclusive leadership was common and seemed to dot the timelines of 
people’s life-experiences.  
Diversity experiences in early childhood left an indelible impression on 
participants seemingly inclining them to prioritize inclusion, especially in their 
professional commitment to the educational context. Take for example a statement from 
Della referencing just such an experience in her life: 
[03:55] I think, it's kind of weird as a kid I grew up in an area where there is a lot 
of black families and I went to an elementary school where the majority of the 
kids were black. And I always felt included and I Oh, I never felt that and I was 
very surprised and when we moved and I had to go to a different school and there 
were no black kids, there's one and I sort of bonded with that kid cuz I didn't 




think like that. And that student really kind of opened my eyes to the fact that my 
experience had been odd, to say the least, and that is not their experience and so, 
even as a kid I think I sort of realized it but as an adult it never became a priority 
for me until I became faculty and I was responsible for students in my classroom I 
needed to make sure that they all feel welcomed, then all of a sudden, it really 
clicked for me.  
Some of the defining qualities of Della as an educator are her openness and her sense of 
responsibility to her students and colleagues. This quote and others in her interview 
demonstrated openness to trust others with the more personal aspects of her experiences 
and motivation for inclusive leadership. The identity statements were intentional, focused 
toward the ways her identity has assisted her in creating climates of inclusion.  Recalling 
previous experiences, as Della did, was a common occurrence in these participant 
interviews. It seemed that participants relied upon past experiences of inclusion or 
exclusion to provide clear frameworks for their present efforts as inclusive educators. 
This priority concept within recurrent theme one connects to the next priority concept, 
introduced when conflicts or struggles occur on the journey of the inclusive leader.  
The second priority concept in recurrent theme one reveals how identity struggles 
can lead to positive outcomes when inclusive leaders leverage it as motivation for 
inclusion. This priority concept falls under the emergent theme titled: “identity struggles 
can be productive/positive.” Participants provided interesting connections between their 
difficult experiences and the influence it had on their commitment to include others. For 
instance, Miguel provided clear examples of how social justice or diversity related 




group support. When responding to a question about how he came to identify as an 
educational leader, Miguel stated:  
[12:45] You know I forget who said it, but somebody said there's nothing more 
powerful than a group of people focused on the same issue. Or a community of 
people, focusing on the same issue, and I think that we just you know once we 
establish there's some similarity between two people right. As soon as I establish 
that you and I have some similar experience, then our trust with one another in a 
relationship grows hugely. 
Miguel mentioned personal and professional struggles that could have resulted in 
bitterness or disengagement but instead became seeds for future leadership development. 
Miguel voiced his commitment to community and his willingness to build bridges with 
others. His responses reveal his persistent optimism in humanity and the potential for 
justice. The unique struggles articulated by Miguel and other participants revealed deeper 
dimension to the recurrent theme of the educator identity journey. Alicia also referenced 
personal struggles as a student in the educational context revealing how these 
environments can hurt or heal an individual, depending on the openness of those 
involved: 
[24:02] But I have to keep reminding myself that in [identifier redacted] or even 
in grad school we either had to give presentations with different students that were 
really, that would say or articulate things that were very hurtful, particularly for a 
person of color or person that probably identified, as you know, a different gender 
or who have a different religion or whatever. And it was like, so how do you relate 




currently living through? And is it more detrimental to me to have this 
conversation than like an ally or somebody else that’s had more experience. But 
then you go back to it's the relatability, so if I, as a young undergraduate student in 
very early 20s said hey I don't have this knowledge. And I was ignorant certain 
things and then if people just kind of blew me off, I wouldn't be where I am 
currently today and moving forward in the future. So how do I connect to them? 
And I think it's just starting with, so you have this perspective, and while we may 
share a different perspective or maybe you don't even share that at all, can you tell 
me more about how you come to that decision and why you feel that way? 
Notes of resilience mixed with cautious optimism accentuated Alicia’s interview, which 
serve as a clear introduction to her as an educator and participant. The struggles she 
encountered in education produced a resilience and determination in Alicia which was 
evident in many of her responses. These qualities were further evidence of the identity 
connections voiced by these educators. Struggles manifested in the experiences of 
participants in a variety of ways. For Mathis, the struggle to belong was marked by the 
effort required to overcome layered obstacles on the way to becoming an “insider”:  
[08:32] So as [identifier redacted] myself, I would say kind of day one, you 
understand that you know you're different than your surroundings, especially in 
[identifier redacted] where I believe it's closer to 80% Caucasian. You need to 
find a way to be included into a society where you're different than the other, so I 





Mathis illustrated adaptability and persistence despite the challenges that arose from 
being a minority in a highly normative society. His response served as another example 
of how identity plays a role in inclusive leadership and he modeled great resolve and 
resourcefulness in this interview. His observations of these identity struggles were 
thoughtful and balanced.  
Nadia represented this same theme of identity struggle from the perspective of a 
majority culture member. In this section, she is referring to an experience where cultural 
norms were reversed, which helped her open up to new perspectives. Here she explains 
an experience in a minoritized community in the south where acceptance and bonding 
happened unexpectedly, leading to a significant “journey” moment:  
[07:42] So we were looking at the town that had been very historically and 
contemporarily sidelined by the town government…it was still experiencing 
extreme flooding roads there weren't paved sewer systems. It was actually really 
powerful we were there, right after a flood, and the whole town was just overrun 
by water and sewage and I think the fact that the  members of the community that 
we were working with just like pulled us into that narrative… I mean we  jumped 
in those cars and drove around town and talked about stories and looked at photos 
and you know it was an immediate…it felt like I was coming home. I'd never 
been in [identifier redacted] in my life, but it felt like a homecoming and I think it 
was just the warmth… we were bringing technical expertise and they were 
bringing community historical expertise, so there was a, there was a 




complimentary expertise. I really that was…that was a really powerful 
experience. 
This section was illustrative of Nadia’s adventurous and enthusiastic educator identity. 
She spoke often of the energy she continued to commit to inclusion and its potential 
impact. In seeing the exclusion and struggles that minorities face, Nadia became 
committed to the effort of inclusion. This is yet another example of how identity struggles 
for participants resulted in inclusive commitment. In the next priority concept, 
participants explored this social struggle and the way educators can use legitimate power 
to help.  
Participants often referenced the importance of understanding how the positional 
influence as an educator can be employed to assist students experiencing educational 
inequities. This priority concept comes from the emergent theme titled, “leveling the 
playing field with power.” Vivian acknowledged organizational obstacles to inclusion and 
demonstrated an ability to reorganize strategy in order to support minoritized students:  
[22:16] and this is me talking about my own experience, and I can look at my 
journey toward inclusion and how, what seems like it's painfully slow, you know, 
I think about classes, I took an undergrad at the time I dismissed it…but there's 
points in my life that I can say this was impactful this was impactful this is 
impactful…[now] for me [inclusion is] using my position, whether that's as an 
[identifier redacted] in higher education, you know, to make a difference. 
These sections of the interview were illustrative of Vivian and the ways she expressed her 




inclusive equity were balanced carefully with her commitment to doing the right things 
the right way. This same focus was demonstrated by a number of other participants.  
Jennifer provided dimension to this priority concept of by explaining how she 
utilizes collaboration as an avenue to help her students experience a “level playing field”: 
[15:58] For me it, I think that I've had to build trust, they have had to see me. It's 
honesty and its vulnerability...I love my work as a collaborator because when I 
work in a classroom it's one experience. But then, when I am able to collaborate 
with them...I have always walked into those collaborations saying to them, “Okay, 
now we're equal. I'm not your teacher in a classroom and in order for us to be able 
to be vulnerable and [work] together, we're equal we respect each other, we come 
from we come at a place where you tell me what you need, and how can I support 
you...it allows me to be vulnerable in different way, it also allows them for them 
to see my mistakes, and for me to own those mistakes. 
Here Jennifer articulated the how the power that comes with the role of an educator can 
be used to create an equity experience for students that helps them to understand 
inclusion from the “inside”. This dedication to equitable use of power was a prominent 
aspect in my interview with her. She came across as earnest and dedicated in her educator 
identity and role while still emphasizing the growth she aspires to still. For Jennifer, and 
other participants, the choice to enact inclusive leadership power in education is critical 
but not without challenges. At times, the responsibility and demands of inclusive 
leadership conflicted with the personal inclinations of participants. This was illustrated by 
the words of Jade who had to step past personal uncertainty, on occasion, in order to 




[28:13] No, I get...the shakes you know, sometimes speaking up and I'm like, “this 
is going to be problematic but I'm gonna speak up”. My voice will shake a little 
bit, but I'm going to do it. So I think I do a good job for myself, like in general. 
This decision by Jade to step out beyond her comfort zone and preferences in order to 
lead is illustrative of her conviction and sincerity. She mentioned these challenges several 
times in the interview, which further underlined the courage she shows as an inclusive 
leader. This dynamic of inclusive power was a unique and interesting concept in the 
broader recurrent theme of educator identity and journey.  
These identity statements shared by educators together form the first recurrent 
theme, titled: “inclusion is a journey of growth for educators.” This superordinate theme 
was chosen for two primary reasons. First, participants were generally willing to share 
their experiences with inclusion and their aspirations for inclusive leadership in the future 
but they were noticeably less willing to call themselves an inclusive leader. Secondly, it 
was noteworthy that participants avoided static definitions for inclusive leadership (or for 
themselves) and opted instead to define it by qualities that are growth oriented and 
flexible. Both of these observations point to participants’ priority of a “becomingness” 
dynamic to inclusive leadership where participants are given permission to grow into the 
role as one might grow into their personal identity. This recurrent theme will prove 
especially useful when formulating a response to research question one, as discussed in 
the theoretical findings section of this chapter. The next theme I introduce is the lone 
superordinate theme which did not graduate to recurrent theme status.  





Superordinate theme two did not emerge as a recurrent theme but maintained its 
superordinate importance in the results of this study. In this section, I explain the theme 
and outline why it did not graduate to recurrent theme status. The title of this 
superordinate theme was “complications in the ideals of inclusion.” This theme 
represented moments where participants first articulated the ideals of inclusion and, 
secondly, the challenges that arose during the practice of inclusive leadership. Two 
separate statements from Vivian illustrated the complications and splintering that 
occurred in this superordinate theme. Early in the interview Vivian stated, “[02:49] What 
is their perspective? People will have a unique perspective, I mean everyone has a unique 
perspective, but whose experience may be more different than other people's.” 
Approximately twenty minutes later in the interview she explained a complication when 
stating “[21:37] …it's almost like this weird like we're excluding people to include people 
and that's because of funding, we have, you know, only so much, but it's kind of an 
interesting paradox.” Complications and contradictions like this occurred regularly 
enough to merit attention. Participants that shared the same or a similar ideal (e.g. 
inclusion is for everyone) also shared very different examples of impediments to that 
same ideal (e.g. finances vs. exclusion). Participants attempted to reconcile the ideals of 
inclusion with real examples of challenges on the journey to those ideals. During the 
process of writing up the results, a splintering effect occurred during this superordinate 
theme as I attempted to connect together the responses of participants in this theme. 
These examples and experiences, combined with the member-check feedback, 
necessitated the decision to suspend this superordinate theme which kept it from 




theme completely from the analysis due to discordance, I chose to keep it at the level of 
importance it achieved in the analysis, and suspend it for future research phases. In order 
to reduce confusion in chapter five where superordinate theme two will be discussed 
again, I encourage the reader to make note that the number designation for superordinate 
themes will not necessarily match the number designation for its associated recurrent 
theme. This will also assist in future phases of the study as I return to this study and its 
results. Figure 15 demonstrates the organizational structure of this theme. 
Figure 15 
Illustrated Hierarchical Flow for Suspended Superordinate Theme 2 
 
In the next section I introduce the third superordinate theme which graduated as the 




Recurrent Theme Two: “Open-mindedness is Essential to the Practice of Inclusive 
Leadership” 
This recurrent theme focuses on the definitions and parameters of inclusive 
leadership from the words and experiences of the participants. The emergent theme 
selected for this second category is titled, “open-mindedness is essential to the practice of 
inclusive leadership.” In participant statements regarding inclusive leadership, one 
descriptor, “open-mindedness,” emerged as the most commonly stated. Thus, that quality 
serves as the focus of this recurrent theme. All ten participants can be identified as 
consonant with this recurrent theme which underscores the importance of openness in the 
sense-making of inclusive leadership for these educators. The descriptions of open-
mindedness were remarkably congruent between participants as was the priority role it 
played for inclusive leaders in an educational setting. Figure 16 provides the hierarchical 
flow of this superordinate theme, the three priority concepts within it, and various unique 
voices that together demonstrate the conceptualization of inclusive leadership by this 
group. The darkened shaded boxes represent the voices that were selected as evidence for 
this write-up while the other boxes represent supporting voices that were not included in 






Illustrated Hierarchical Flow for Recurrent Theme 2 
 
Mathis provided consonant voice to this recurrent theme when responding to a 
question about what he looks for in inclusive leaders: 
[18:24] So I look for open minded individuals, because, like I said, if you're open 
to try new things I feel like that's a good first step. One of my least favorite terms 
is “that's the way it's always been done so that's how we do it,” and I feel like it's 
always kind of been a thing for higher education, you know? 
His response articulates the perspective of open-mindedness as an indicator of inclusive 
leadership and provided yet another contextual contradiction that might suppress 
inclusive efforts. Later he furthered this theme when he stated,  
[24:07] …so like I said in that diverse train of thought…that openness starts with 
each and every person who works [here] and, you know, if you have closed-




just keep that open mind…And I feel like as long as everyone does that there 
should be a fairly inclusive culture where no matter where a student goes they feel 
like they have somewhere to turn to and a community to come to. 
This open-minded quality finds harmony in all cases to varying degrees. In this section I 
introduce three priority concepts that serve to provide greater breadth and dimension to 
the recurrent theme. The third recurrent theme, “open-mindedness is essential to the 
practice of inclusive leaders” is unfolded into three priority concepts that emerged from 
the voices of the participants: (a) consideration is key in inclusive leadership practice, (b) 
inclusive leaders generate value and respect, (c) change starts at the top.  
The open-mindedness of this recurrent theme is evident in priority concept one 
which focuses on the consideration that leaders show to others. This priority concept is 
titled, “consideration is key in inclusive leadership practice.” One of the descriptive 
forms that openness took in the cases I summarized as consideration. I chose Miguel’s 
voice to represent this priority concept given the regularity with which he mentioned the 
possible influence consideration may have upon inclusive climates. In this excerpt, he 
explained how inclusion came into focus for him and the role trust played in that process. 
[14:12] When we talk about inclusion and trust, everything's on the line, right? 
Like, if we are asking people to have a dialogue and we're truly trying to 
understand someone else's perspective and understand their needs and how to help 
make equity for all people… then we are asking a lot of everyone, because we're 
asking them to share their perspective, their experiences, their challenges, their 





This level of consideration seemed to Miguel, and others, a reasonable expectation of 
those that are truly open to building inclusive strategies. When consideration was 
mentioned by participants, a noted element of openness was clearly connected with it. 
The avenue of “consideration” merits further inquiry given its regular connection to 
open-mindedness and the various examples participants provided as demonstration of it. 
Antony and Alicia both provided examples of how consideration of others is consistent 
with the practice of open-mindedness and inclusion. Antony provided several examples 
relating how efforts of consideration can be practiced in everyday situations on campus. 
The defining feature was the priority he placed on navigating situations with students by 
taking time to let them inform the decisions of inclusive educators. Alicia provided a very 
clear behavior that can demonstrate both open-mindedness and consideration when 
providing the prominent qualities of inclusive leaders:  
[32:56] I think, first and foremost, it’s about being a listener. You can talk all day 
but can you listen? And I think, “are you willing to get feedback from people who 
maybe have a strong voice? Or have a different perspective?” But I truly don't 
think you can be an effective leader if you're not willing to take feedback.  
In the above quote, Alicia emphasized how leaders create opportunities for others through 
listening and considerate perspective-taking. An observation made of these consideration 
descriptors was the manner with which it came to represent an active form of the internal 
quality of open-mindedness. This was useful when seeking to understand how educators 
conceptualize observable actions of open-mindedness and inclusive leadership. The 
sense-making of inclusive leaders provided an evident path of inquiry on the topic of 




consideration served to expand the recurrent theme of openness as a critical quality of 
inclusive leadership. Next I expound this same recurrent theme with evidence of the 
inclusive outcomes one can expect from an “open” leader.  
The second priority concept connected to open-mindedness is summarized in this 
emergent theme: “open-minded leaders generate inclusive outcomes.” This emergent 
theme from Jennifer’s case reached priority concept status because the connections it 
revealed between openness and inclusive outcomes:  
[27:49] An inclusive leader has to reach out and be open to creating a safe space 
where everybody has an opportunity to exist, everybody has an opportunity to be 
valued. You create the value and the respect [pause] I think you actually have to 
say, those words. I think that you have to say, you know, you have to talk about 
those things, no matter what your skin color, your ethnicity, your gender. You 
have to be very specific with saying, “we are here for you.” If it's an inclusive 
whatever meeting or collaboration, I think you have to define it in the very 
beginning. 
This section of the conversation revealed how openness can create value and respect 
when it is used to normalize conversations that matter to others, especially those who feel 
marginalized. Value and respect appear to be outcomes of inclusion and counterforces to 
exclusion and other diminishing influences. Vivian demonstrated not only open-
mindedness, but also that value/respect-generation in this example of inclusive leadership 
she employed with students:  
[08:21] For those meetings, I just go piece by piece, or cohort by cohort, and just 




or having a portion of the meeting that doesn't have an agenda. People are smart 
and creative and so, I’m just giving them a chance, just to talk. I think it. can 
bring forth a lot of promising results. So I think I think the biggest piece to answer 
your question is, I'm saying for me, it’s coming in, without an agenda. And not 
assuming that I know what it is that they're going to want or need. 
The above quote was one of many statements voiced by participants as they expressed the 
strategies they employ on a daily basis. Here, Della illustrated this again when she spoke 
about the benefits of inclusion and how an open leader can truly capitalize on those 
outcomes:  
[05:26] I think that [inclusion] is beneficial. One, it leads to new ideas and new 
perspectives. Because if you are welcoming, and if you do respect those [who are] 
different. Different experiences, different knowledge bases, whatever they may 
be… different cultures…you really do get multiple viewpoints of a problem and 
the solutions become much better. And they work for more people, and I think 
that's the largest benefit. 
Compare these inclusive outcomes of openness to the oppositional outcomes that Della 
later described can be expected from competitive educational cultures: 
[15:02] When you're very competitive and you want to be better than somebody 
else…it's hard to admit that somebody might have a better solution or someone 
might have a better path. And so, inherently, you really have to know that's your 
culture and know that that's where things are going, Or you sort of swallow your 
pride and sit back and say,  “it's time for someone else to have the floor,” or, “it's 




These participants and other voices demonstrated the various ways that open-
mindedness can lead to inclusion and its associated outcomes. This dynamic is explored 
with more detail in the theoretical positioning section of chapter five. The final priority 
concept continued this recurrent theme in exploring the organizational priority of open-
mindedness.  
 “Change starts at the top” is the final priority concept for this recurrent theme on 
open-mindedness as a defining characteristic of inclusive leadership. In addition to the 
impact open-mindedness was said to have in individualized contexts, these educators also 
illustrated how this quality might lead to organizational change. Jade provided voice to 
this concept through an example of how top leaders must be open to doing things 
differently for change to occur:  
[08:17] I think, starting from the top, you know…the true decision makers, I think 
that's important, because, like I said before, if you're able to see yourself in 
somebody, in that person, that is big…starting from the top. And not making 
excuses, like “there weren’t any qualified candidates”,  like no, “you're just not 
you're not really looking”… I always hear that, like you know there are 
candidates…I feel like sometimes it has to be like forced in certain cases which I 
think at the end of the day is for the better good. You know, there needs to be 
different cultures, different perspectives, different experiences, but I think it has to 
start from the top, and then it'll go down. 
The idea of change starting at the top was reinforced by Tara, who added that there is a 
sense of agency that comes with leadership roles in higher education. She mentioned that 




those participant voices spoke to the change open-minded leaders can bring and also 
identified the risks and vulnerability inclusive advocacy can introduce. This vulnerability 
concept merits future interest, for its potential to influence the decisions and commitment 
of inclusive educators. This recurrent theme points to the ways participants connected 
open-mindedness with inclusive leadership practice in stating, “open-mindedness is 
essential to the practice of inclusive leadership.”  
These emergent themes from across the cases shape the second recurrent theme, 
titled: “open-mindedness is essential to the practice of inclusive leaders.” The priority 
concepts of this third recurrent theme were (a) consideration is key in inclusive 
leadership practice, (b) inclusive leaders generate value and respect, and (c) change starts 
at the top. This recurrent theme focuses on the definitions and parameters of inclusive 
leadership from the words and experiences of the participants. In their statements 
regarding inclusive leadership one descriptor, “open-mindedness,” emerged as the most 
commonly stated quality, making it a clear focus of this recurrent theme. All ten 
participants can be identified as consonant with this openness priority. The descriptions 
provided for open-mindedness were remarkably consistent across cases as was the 
priority role it played for inclusive leaders in the educational setting. This theme 
presented itself informative in the response I formulated for research question three 
which is discussed in the theoretical findings section of this chapter. Next, I moved to 




Recurrent Theme Three: “The Experiences of Exclusion Largely Frame Inclusion and 
its Importance” 
This recurrent theme emphasizes the prominent experiences of participants and 
the resulting influence of those experiences upon their understanding of inclusive 
leadership and its practice. Figure 17 provides the hierarchical structure for this recurrent 
theme. 
Figure 17 
Illustrated Hierarchical Flow for Recurrent Theme 3 
 
The emergent theme selected for this recurrent category comes from Miguel’s case which 
stated, “the experiences of exclusion largely frame inclusion and its importance.” While 
the interview protocol did not specifically ask participants to share experiences of 
exclusion (as stated in the delimitations section of chapter one), it was noteworthy that all 
participants shared either a direct or indirect example an exclusionary experience that 
served to define inclusion and its importance for them. This theme illustrated the 




importance of inclusion and inclusive leadership. This can be heard in the voice and 
example Miguel. In the interview, he shared a particularly painful yet powerful example 
of exclusion from his professional past. In this portion of the interview he detailed how, 
in that previous professional chapter of his life, he was humiliated and ostracized as a 
result of his personal identity. As I listened to him retell this difficult story, I made note of 
the confidence and clarity with which he spoke. It demonstrated to me, and in the 
analysis as well, that this is an individual who chose to transform that painful experience 
into motivation for future inclusive efforts. From the difficulty of this exclusionary 
experience, Miguel came to frame inclusion as a deeply important priority: 
[08:14] So it really brings you know that that experience void brought to me the 
reality of how deep this affects people, even when it's not in your face 
discrimination… I was experiencing discrimination, you know, I had to do 
something to make people aware and what I experienced. That experience led me 
to think much more broadly and deeply about the everyday experiences of 
[others].  
From this theme we examine the consonant voices of participants as they express the 
ways exclusion has served to frame the importance of inclusive leadership. Within this 
recurrent theme of exclusionary experiences, three priority concepts are selected which 
explored the ways in which participants referenced exclusion as a sense-making 
framework for inclusion. The priority concepts for this theme are (a) exclusionary 
experiences remain embedded, (b) exclusion is greater than good intention only, (c) 
exclusion can become inclusion. Exclusion defining experiences were evident in the first 




exclusion in educational contexts. Tara provided voice here under this emergent theme, 
“exclusion experiences remain embedded for inclusive leaders,” stating:   
[07:25] My passion for this, and really digging into it deeper, came from my 
experience of feeling discriminated against as a woman. Gender and equity with 
regard to salary. And I think that that's, that's where it started.  
The above quote elucidated the ways inclusive leaders like Tara and Miguel use the 
transformative potential of exclusionary experiences to clarify their focus in their 
inclusive efforts. It was also striking to see how many participants provided experiences 
of exclusion prior to offering their explanations of inclusion. A personal perspective of 
exclusionary experience was offered by Mathis. In the section of his interviewed 
referenced in recurrent theme one,  he related a personal reality he has experienced as a 
minority in a highly normative society. His description of this social pressure introduces 
an important dimension of his experience as a minority which may be similar to the 
experiences by other marginalized people:  
[08:32] So as [identifier redacted] myself, I would say kind of day one, you 
understand that you know you're different than your surroundings, especially in 
[identifier redacted] where I believe it's closer to 80% Caucasian. You need to 
find a way to be included into a society where you're different than the other, so I 
would say early on, you know, being a minority, you really kind of just adapt into 
it. 
A little later he provided an experience of how this cultural “meshing” required him to 




[10:50] Whenever looking for employment, I always don't think it's helpful to keep it 
in your mind but. You know it's always “Did I not get this position, because I was 
[identifier redacted]?...So I probably say as early as a teen, you know, I really kind of 
thought, like I need to keep this in the back of my head that this, this is a possible. 
This is something that could happen. You know other people might not be as inclusive 
as I am. 
This experience of exclusion was transformed for Mathis when, in an educational setting, 
he found a group of peers who, through active inclusion, relieved him of the pressure to 
“mesh” into the norms of the group to achieve acceptance. This, he related, was what 
prompted his decision to pursue education as a profession and to commit to inclusive 
strategies as an educator. Other educators related other vulnerable and instructive 
examples where exclusionary experiences became embedded in their lives. These 
inclusive leaders chose to turn those exclusionary moments into inclusive energy as 
educators.  
Jennifer provided consonant perspective in discussing the formative impact of 
exclusionary experiences for those that choose to prioritize inclusion. When asked to 
what degree she sees or envisions herself as an inclusive leader, she recalled how her 
childhood experiences caused her to solidify her commitment to inclusion. Her examples, 
and the ones other participants mentioned, developed in them a deeper appreciation for 
the potential inclusion has in the educational context. This first priority concept in the 
recurrent theme of exclusionary experiences, stated that “exclusion experiences remain 
embedded for inclusive leaders.” This concept demonstrates the enduring nature of 




intentional inclusive leaders counteract exclusionary experiences. From the above 
recurrent theme detailing the power of exclusion to motivate inclusive leadership efforts, 
this second priority concept deepens this theme in pointing to the experiences where 
“good intentions” were not enough to create a climate of inclusion for their diverse 
students. 
The second priority concept comes from an emergent theme in Della’s case which 
states, “exclusion is greater than good intention only.” Della, like others, mentioned how 
her good intentions to help others feel welcome and accepted were exposed as 
insufficient during an eye-opening experience at a professional development conference. 
She shared the conclusion she arrived at from those experiences, stating, “[09:16] And I 
think that, for me, was like “wow! I think this is important to me, but clearly it is not!” 
This type of self-reflection came up in other interviews as participants acknowledged that 
their inclusive leadership began when they realized that their good intentions at 
educational inclusion needed to be supplemented with more intentional action. Multiple 
participants mentioned experiences where they came to realize that their intentions for 
inclusion alone were not sufficient to the task and goal of creating genuine environments 
of inclusion. Antony provided insight into the complexities that have arisen during his 
practice of educational inclusion: 
[08:08] But you know, realizing like I could have all the greatest intentions of, 
like everybody's welcome, everybody should be included. But the fact of the 
matter still exists that I'm still a [identity marker] teacher in a classroom. I mean, 
that's most of how I identify myself, a teacher. So most of my examples revolve 




all the way inclusive. Just because of that initial dynamic of how I fit certain 
categories, and they may fit other ones. So yeah, it's become more important to 
me… in that sense of realizing that all of my great intentions over the past 
[amount of] years really may not have been effective, or may not have meant what 
they needed to mean to who needed it most.  
Concept complexity arises here much like it did in superordinate theme two. Here 
participants suggested that there is a distinction between wanting people to feel included 
and the actual inclusive leadership endeavors which ensure that others experience 
inclusion. This priority concept, driven by participant voice, suggested organizational 
benefits may result from attention paid to present experiences of exclusion within in the 
organization. This focus on identifying those situations may prove useful to organizations 
who seek to chart a more inclusive future. The third priority concept will next 
demonstrate how the embedded nature of exclusion can be overcome through intentional 
inclusive experiences. 
The third priority concept stated that “exclusion can become inclusion” and falls 
subordinate to the recurrent theme “the experiences of exclusion largely frame inclusion 
and its importance.”  In this priority concept participants provided suggestions on how 
one might transform exclusionary experiences into opportunities for inclusion. Alicia 
explained how experiences in the educational setting that could have contributed to 
outsider incomes, instead becoming experiences of meaningful inclusion. This section, in 
particular, offered perspective of how an inclusive leader might move past “intention-
only” inclusion to more meaningful actions of improvement for students of color in 




[11:39] I think for me that's really where inclusion started because it's an 
educational platform. You're meant to experience different opinions from your 
own so you can be accepting, right?... But I think when you start talking about 
those topics of inclusion, you also have to acknowledge, there's a lot of trauma 
there. And you have to acknowledge the behavior that was set there before you 
were there… currently going on…how can you get rid of that stuff to make sure 
that the space is actually working for everyone? That's why I said safe [before]. I 
think it's different, because I feel like that has a different definition than it used to 
a couple years ago…I think understanding, just because you have, “quote”, “safe 
spaces,”, does not mean it's [safe] for everyone. So how do you get to that 
understanding? I think it really started, for me, with, “how can we include you in 
the conversation, so you also have a part in and a voice?” 
This voice, along with others, highlighted how painful outcomes of exclusion can be 
reversed with intentional and focused inclusive efforts. Jade supported this when she 
discussed how helpful and healing it has been for her to see others in this leadership 
cohort (particularly those who identify as dominant culture members) deeply listen and 
respond to the injustices experienced by minority students and colleagues. Nadia related 
how her exclusionary experiences in one professional context helped her to appreciate the 
“radical” inclusionary experiences she has had in higher education. Vivian suggested that 
intentional experiences of diversity can be a method for overcoming exclusionary 
experiences:  
[11:26] One benefit for sure is…the more someone is exposed to someone who is 




less judgmental and more willing to listen…You know people who are exposed to 
people who are different are generally more open and welcoming. I originally 
come from a very conservative evangelical background. And when I was younger 
hearing, you know, homosexuality is a sin. But then…I know, when I you do 
know someone who was out… there were people later who maybe I found out 
where out, but, for understandable reasons they weren't out at the time. And so I, 
it seems to me like when I people I've known…when they've gotten to know 
someone who is not heterosexual then it, it seems to change their minds, a lot. So,  
I think…I mean it, inclusion increases empathy. 
At times, the reality and embedded impact of exclusionary experiences discouraged these 
inclusive leaders, yet still there was clear consonance among these leaders in their 
decisions to use exclusion as motivation in their future inclusive leadership efforts. 
This third recurrent theme was titled, “the experiences of exclusion largely frame 
inclusion and its importance.” It represented the experiences of participants and the ways 
that exclusion came to influence their sense-making of inclusion. This recurrent theme 
demonstrated how exclusionary experiences (a) remain embedded, (b) require more than 
good intention, and (c) how they can lead to inclusion. This recurrent theme highlighted 
definitions and parameters of inclusive leadership from the words and experiences of the 
participants. While the interview protocol did not specifically ask participants to share 
experiences of exclusion, it was noteworthy that all shared either a direct or an indirect 
example of how exclusionary experiences serve to define inclusion and its 
importance. Exclusionary experiences were memorable to participants and influential in 




examination of methods that foster a suited environment where these exclusive 
experiences can be expressed, valued, and incorporated. The next, and final recurrent 
theme, provides just such a focus.  
Recurrent Theme Four: “Higher education is Positioned to Help in the effort of 
Inclusion”  
This final recurrent theme served to gather and organize statements made by 
participants about the context of higher education and the role inclusion plays within it. 
Figure 18 provides the hierarchical structure for this recurrent theme. 
Figure 18 
Illustrated Hierarchical Flow for Recurrent Theme 3 
 
The emergent theme that represented participant voices for this category stated, “higher 
education is positioned to help in the effort of inclusion.” This was evident in interview 
responses from individuals and served to highlight the perceived congruence between the 
concept of inclusive leadership practice and the context of public higher education. 




societal good. Alicia provided insight when discussing ways the educational context can 
address broader social issues and inequities: 
[11:05] I think it's an understanding of how can we educate on something to have 
a productive conversation. I think a lot of those aspects are missing in education. 
It's missing in politics, it's missing in how we're educating our generations…I 
think, to have a productive conversation, to say, “hey! Can I understand where 
you're coming from,” and, “can I share my experience to get to the same point?” 
And I think, for me, that's really where inclusion started because. It's an 
educational platform, but you're meant to experience different opinions from your 
own so you can be accepting right and we talked about every topic under the 
sun.   
Contextual application of inclusion was valuable to this study given the growing 
awareness of the phenomenon and its persistent vagueness where environmental factors 
are concerned. Participants regularly mentioned how educational context might support 
societal goals by prioritizing inclusive environments and experiences of inclusion. This 
was illustrated clearly by Miguel and others. Here Jennifer explains her perspective of the 
role inclusion plays in higher education:  
[24:32] Inclusion on every campus and every workplace should be the priority. 
Inclusion for everybody, which means a lot of educating on what inclusion means 
and accountability. There has to be accountability for actions…unless we do have 
that inclusion is only going to be used sometimes. Especially here at [identifier 
redacted], you know? Especially for a metropolitan campus, 40% of our students 




a part of [this campus’] absolute mission. I don't even know where, what, how 
that would be argued any other way.  
This voice, and others, implied an assumption that public higher education should be on 
the forefront of inclusionary efforts. This recurrent theme expounded upon these voices 
through three priority concepts: (a) higher education can bring us home, (b) power 
obstacles on campuses, and (c) educational inclusion keeps campuses in touch with 
societal needs.    
This was reinforced in the first priority concept which stated that, “educational 
inclusion can bring us home.” This home concept was taken from the language of several 
participants. Vivian spoke to the value inclusion offers when seeking to establish equity 
in diverse educational contexts. She related that simply listening to others was once 
considered to be inclusion, but more is required to truly achieve the outcomes of 
inclusion. Among other things, Vivian explained that openness in the educational context 
can help to move beyond basic strategies to those efforts which truly bring inclusion 
“home”: 
[32:55] Its about them, and about the experiences of people who aren't like them. 
And kind of setting preconceived notions aside. So, I guess, maybe a great way is 
open [up] to new information. And then, part of it would just be the work of 
getting the evidence of what works what doesn't work. Because…I mean listening 
is great, listening gets us far, but that doesn't bring us home. 
This excerpt of her voice suggested that educational contexts can help to advance 
inclusion, but only with intentionality and effort. Alicia reflected on this “bring us home” 




education institution came to be an unexpected experience of meaningful inclusion due to 
the willingness of peers and staff/faculty to engage differences openly and inclusively:  
[18:25] And I think, for me, that was a change because my team members, with 
the exception of like four or five people, were all white. So I was like, how am I 
supposed to relate to all these people? Even though I've been raised around this 
culture, all my life, particularly in the Midwest. And I didn't go to like an HBC I 
didn't get that like black culture or that multicultural experience, like vastly 
different conversations. When you're talking about education and how you're 
having important conversations. And so, as I was going through the program I 
realized like this is where I feel at home because I'm able to have a really open 
conversation. 
This priority concept revealed the ways participants viewed higher education as a context 
suited to help communities prioritize inclusion or, in other words, to get “home.” This 
priority concept is in consonance with its parent recurrent theme that stated, “higher 
education is positioned to help in the effort of inclusion.” In the next priority concept of 
this recurrent theme there arose an honest discussion on the role of power in the effort of 
educational inclusion.  
In this recurrent theme of educational inclusion, there were significant statements 
made regarding the obstacles formal powers can present to inclusion when they dismiss 
or silence unique/marginalized voices and advocacy efforts. Across the cases, regular 
mention was made of organizational power structures and the various ways they operate 




that these frustrations might be resolved if those in power were to make an important 
realization:   
[13:44] So, yes, all well and good if you bring all these people together. But if you 
dominate the conversation and don't let them have that opportunity to share their 
perspective, then it's worthless right?! So, I think, it's really important to set 
norms around inclusion.  
This voice and others demonstrated that the educational environment is afforded 
opportunities for meaningful inclusion. These educators also spoke to the importance in 
monitoring power structures which can so easily diminish the perspectives and voices of 
the marginalized. Della shared a gripping story where voices in her department were 
silenced by an individual in power who, as she explains later, was unaware that their 
exercise of power was diminishing to others. In her reflection of this experience, Della 
recalled voicing concerns and questions from more vulnerable and hesitant members of 
the department, only to have the department leader/power respond dismissively and 
curtly to her stated concerns. This leader, who was assumed to have good intentions, 
intimated to Della later that they weren’t aware of the impact of this use of power. It was 
not obvious to Della’s leader, either, how their exercise of power might have obstructed 
organizational inclusion goals. What stands out here is the fact that the person in power 
was not aware of how their behaviors were dismissive and silencing of important 
stakeholders. In this example, like others, there was consonance regarding the influence 
of dominant and non-dominant cultural power factors, which exposed a possible 




Jade’s experiences have shown that dominant culture power dynamics influenced 
college decisions for URM students who were considering this campus or other more 
diverse alternatives. Jade, like many other educators on campus, took responsibility for 
encouraging URM students to attend the institution. Jade mentioned that the most 
frequent obstacle for URM students is their perception of predominantly white 
institutions (PWI) and the unspoken assumptions that follow. This suggested that there 
may be more power dynamics at play on campuses that deserve greater attention. Jade 
presented a situation where this tension was very evident:  
[14:28] Yeah, a lot of students that I connect with like their big thing is…it’s a 
PWI, predominantly white institution, and they want to go out of state to avoid 
that. Which I, I understand…I get it, it's like, you know, the high schools, the city, 
it's predominantly white. So I know that's a huge, huge thing…they’re 
sophomores, juniors in high school. So far they have been reflected in their 
schooling…they want to have that experience at your college. As minorities, it's 
probably it is more difficult at a PWI because you feel alone, so I make sure to 
[let] them know those different touch points different programs. 
Later, Jade provided a suggestion for overcoming these power obstacles by offering a 
new metric where success is measured by how well students are known. In her 
description of this more “invisible” influence of dominant-non-dominant power 
structures, she also highlighted how educational inclusive practices might reverse those 
diminishing or silencing effects. It became clear from Jade and others that educational 
contexts will be better positioned to establish inclusion if explicit and implicit power 




power may obstruct inclusion, I then moved to the final priority concept which further 
illustrated the importance of equity for campuses who want to stay in touch with society’s 
needs.  
The recurrent theme, “higher education is positioned to help in the effort of 
inclusion” as bolstered by this final priority concept which stated, “advancing equity or 
out-of-touch.” It was noted that participants often tied the missional success of higher 
education to its ability to create an inclusive environment for students, staff, and faculty. 
Nadia supported this perspective that higher education serves a societal role in advancing 
equity and inclusion as she explained that when educational contexts do not fulfill this 
inclusive role they effectively lose touch with those they are tasked with helping. Her 
opinion was shared by others who expressed how higher education can stay in touch with 
its mission and its stakeholders with continued prioritization of inclusion: 
[30:24] Education is the place where inclusion should be a leader, because, if you 
write an article that doesn't talk about someone else's opinion you get dinged in 
the footnotes and you know you get called out for it. So I think education should 
be the model of that. I think other places where that should be is places of 
worship, you know? Whatever denomination or faith tradition you're in there 
should be a model for inclusion. Again, much like academia, it has it has not been 
that. But I think both of those both of those institutions have a radicalness 
inherent in them that, I think, we have struggled against for a long time. And, I 
think, that's why faith traditions and academia look like they are out of touch with 




Nadia was not the only participant to observe the ways in which apathy stifles 
educational efforts to address inequities and injustice. Seven of the 10 participants 
identified either leadership or organizational disinterest as a major factor in campus 
exclusionary experiences and all participants provided examples of how campuses might 
stay in touch and address societal issues. Miguel provided perspective on how the 
educational context can leverage unique possibilities in order to help increase inclusion 
through its organizational prioritization of inclusion. He relates an instance when a leader 
of his took time to identify and provide a valuable training resource which helped his 
department to better facilitate important equity-related conversations. He explained how 
that leadership decision not only provided valuable training and awareness for the 
department, but it also provided an example for his colleagues in how to actively support 
diverse voices. Mathis extended this when he advocated for students to be understood as 
critically important organizationally stakeholders. In his interview he mentioned that 
when students are prioritized as stakeholders, educators can better understand and 
activate those inclusive strategies that will best assist them in their educational 
experiences and success.  
[21:30]…So I would probably say, within the last year, I've kind of understood the 
term more of them being stakeholders. I always considered them the most 
important part of the institution, whether or not any of us are here. Whether or not 
the students actually take away anything from their education is the most 
important part. So, you know, as long as they're exposed to what we want to see in 
society; a more diverse thinking, inclusion and aspects of leadership, even in 




to the shareholders again, student feedback. You know, I feel that students who 
enjoy their program students who feel included feel like they have somewhere to 
turn is not only the best way to learn, but the best way to understand what is 
effective.  
Mathis, Miguel, and Nadia all expressed the ways in which educational contexts might 
stay in touch with the needs of students and, in doing so, facilitate meaningful inclusion. 
This priority concept also reflected the various ways these participants conceptually 
connected higher education as a context suited to help with inclusion-related societal 
issues and aims.  
This emergent theme statement used for this recurrent theme asserted that “higher 
education is positioned to help in the effort of inclusion.” This category demonstrated (a) 
how higher education brings us home, (b) the power obstacles on campuses, and (c) how 
educational inclusion keeps campuses in touch with societal needs. This recurrent theme 
served to gather and organize statements made by participants about the context of higher 
education and the role inclusion plays within it. The theme states that higher education is 
positioned to help in the effort of inclusion. This was evident in responses from 
individuals and serves to highlight the perceived congruence between the concept of 
inclusive leadership practice and the context of public higher education. Participants 
often mention how educational inclusion serves a societal good. As stated in chapter 
three, contextual embodiment is a key feature of interpretative phenomenological 
analysis and is employed to explain how the positions of participants influence their 
perspective and sense-making (Smith et al., 2009; Tuffour, 2017). This recurrent 




participants perceived higher education to be congruent to the concept and practice of 
inclusive leadership. I also noted that this recurrent theme showed possible connections 
with the suspended superordinate theme two. This relationship is explored in the 
discussions of chapter five and in the theoretical findings section of this chapter that 
follows next.  
Theoretical Findings  
This section will provide the theoretical findings of this research study. With the 
above theme descriptions, I now connect the recurrent theme summaries to the research 
questions and central question in a coordinated response. This research design operated 
from four primary research questions that directed both the inquiry and the analysis. For 
ease of review, those research questions, along with the central question, are provided 
here.  
• RQ1: What does inclusion mean to participants? 
• RQ2: How do participants make sense of inclusion? 
• RQ3: How do educators conceptualize inclusive leadership? 
• RQ4: How do participants conceptualize their exercise of inclusive 
leadership? 
• Central Question: How do educators make sense of inclusive leadership in 
their experiences of educational inclusion? 
In order to answer the central question, I first provide directed responses from each 
recurrent theme to the four related research questions. These thematic answers then 




In superordinate theme one, educators were found to identify with the goals of 
inclusion more than they identified with a formal role, title, or designation of inclusive 
leadership. While all themes informed each research question response, this first theme 
was particularly instructive when formulating an answer to research question one (RQ1). 
These educators often expressed identity experiences as formative in how they define and 
value of inclusion. Additionally, when self-identifying with inclusive leadership, 
educators often avoided claiming fixed status, opting instead to view their inclusive 
leadership as a journey. In response to the question, what does inclusion mean to 
participants?, I coordinate an answer in the following way: these educators utilized 
personal experiences and identity statements to articulate what inclusion means to them. 
This connection to their personal identity story suggests these educators placed 
importance on personal historical accounts as well as the function becomingness serves in 
their cognition of inclusion. This relates to the central question by providing resonant 
voice regarding the developmental nature of inclusive leadership.   
I found superordinate theme four particularly helpful when formulating the 
response to research question two: how do educators understand inclusion? Exclusionary 
experiences often framed participants sense-making of inclusion and their motivation for 
inclusive leadership. The regularity with which participants mentioned personal 
experiences of exclusion demonstrated the influence it had upon their sense-making of 
inclusion. This dynamic was central in my formulated response to research question two: 
educators make sense of inclusion through the lens of their experiences with exclusion. 




example which typically served as motivation for personal practice of inclusive 
leadership.  
Research question three asks: how do educators conceptualize inclusive 
leadership? All themes inform my response to this question; however, I highlight 
superordinate theme three as a clear informer to that response. From this theme we learn 
that educators closely associated qualities of open-mindedness with inclusive leadership. 
While many descriptions were offered by participants, the descriptions of openness were 
prevalent and emphatic. This theme weighed heavily in my answer to question three: 
inclusive leadership descriptions were most regularly conceptualized through distinctions 
between characteristics of open-minded or closed-minded leadership. These two 
diametric qualities served as organizing categories for participants when describing 
desirable inclusive leadership practices (open) as opposed to undesirable ones (closed). 
The resounding nature of this conceptualization through contrast demonstrated influence 
in the central question answer below. 
The final research question (RQ4) asks:  How do participants conceptualize their 
exercise of inclusive leadership? This question sought to probe for active inventory by 
educators of their practices in the central phenomenon of the study. In formulating the 
response to this question I leaned heavily upon superordinate theme five. From this theme 
I learned that educators see great potential for inclusive leadership in higher education as 
well as numerous frustrations to the contextual practice of it. This theme considered 
alongside superordinate theme three provide a directed response to RQ4: educators 
conceptualizations of their inclusive leadership were often presented in tandem to their 




participants agreed that higher education is a suited context for the understanding and 
practice of inclusion. This setting is viewed by participants as one that can prioritize the 
inventory, development, and practice of inclusive leadership. The journey nature of their 
personal inclusive leadership definitions largely impacted their willingness to overtly 
identify with the title of inclusive leader. This RQ4 response also informs the central 
question which is answered next.  
These research questions responses set the framework for a coordinated answer to 
the central question. This is done to demonstrate the path (audit trail) from this 
conclusion back to every level of the analysis that has taken place. The central question 
asks: how do educators make sense of inclusive leadership in their experiences of 
educational inclusion? The formulated answer to the question states:  
Educators prefer a developmentally open association with inclusive leadership. 
This allows for personal identity connections to be incorporated in the motive for 
and practice of inclusive leadership. Educational inclusionary experiences 
promote inclusive leadership activity while exclusionary experiences (in any 
context) largely shape the motives for inclusive leadership development. The 
higher educational setting makes sense to participants as a suited context for 
inclusive leadership practice. Inclusive leadership is understood and explained by 
educators through a clear contrast between open-minded or closed-minded 
leaders. This distinction is prominent for educators who experience both types of 
leadership approaches in higher education and agree that inclusive leaders are 




This central question response was synthesized from the superordinate themes which 
represent the shared voices of these educators. Figure 19 provides the full study 
organizational flow for all recurrent themes, priority concepts, and unique voices. This 
demonstrates visually the ways each participant has contributed to each of the four 
recurrent themes; this is an illustration of consonance.  
 












Results and Findings Chapter Summary 
This chapter introduced the study results and provided a coordinated answer to the 
central question, “how do educators make sense of inclusive leadership in their 
experiences of educational inclusion?” This chapter was organized around (a) a review of 
the data analysis, (b) recurrent theme results, and (c) study findings. The review of the 
data analysis provided the reader with an overview of the important steps taken during 
data collection and analysis. In the recurrent theme results section I have provided a 
substantial and discursive reporting of the results (Smith et al., 2009). The study findings 
section provided articulated responses to the research questions one through four; which 
informed the coordinated answer to the central question of this study. Through this 
interpretative phenomenological analysis study, I generated a context-specific description 
of inclusive leadership at a Midwestern public university as expressed through the 





Chapter Five: Discussion  
Chapter five is dedicated to the discussions prompted by this study. It is 
recommended dissertations spend chapter five helping “the reader understand the 
meaning of the findings in relation to the previous theory and research presented in the 
review of the literature” (Sampson, 2012, p. 56). Following Sampson Jr.’s (2012) advice, 
this chapter has been structured toward that aim. This aligns with the purpose of this 
study to generate a context-specific description of inclusive leadership at 
a Midwestern public university as expressed through the experiences and sense-making 
of educational leadership trainees. In this chapter I will begin by theoretically positioning 
the results and findings from chapter four. That will be followed with a discussion on the 
importance of this study and recommendations.  
Theoretical Positioning 
As a means of positioning this study within the larger stream of inclusive 
leadership research, two theory driven questions are presented and discussed here. 
Second-tier research questions (RQs) were developed following the suggestion that these 
RQs, “may be used to explore theory-driven questions. Quite often it is useful to have a 
few more refined or theory-driven questions, but to treat these as ‘secondary’ – because 
they can only be answered at the more interpretative stage” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 48). 
The two second-tier research questions are listed here:  
• RQ5: Are there evident connections between the theoretical concepts of 
inclusive leadership (i.e., belongingness, individuation, etc.) and the 





• RQ6: How evident/prominent are theoretically expected inclusion 
outcomes in the emergent themes of this study?  
The expected outcomes referred to in the RQ6 are (a) high quality relationships, (b) job 
satisfaction, (c) intention to stay, (d) job performance, (e) organizational commitment, (f) 
well-being, (g) career opportunities, (h) organizational citizenship behaviors, (i) 
organization-based self-esteem, (j) team member voice, (k) helping behaviors, (l) 
psychological safety, (m) quality work, (n) task creativity, and (o) unit psychological 
safety (Carmeli et al., 2010; Chung et al., 2020; Cottrill et al., 2014; Choi et al., 2015; 
Fitzsimmons et al., 2020; Hirak et al., 2012; Jansen et al., 2014; Mitchell et al., 2015; 
Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006; Ovseiko et al., 2019; Rayner, 2009; Shore et al., 2011; 
Shore et al., 2018; Weiss et al., 2018; Werner & Campbell, 2017). Below I provide a 
summary of how I responded to these theory-driven research questions.  
In order to answer the second-tier RQs, numeration was applied to identify 
connections between the emergent themes of participants and the theoretical concepts and 
outcomes of inclusive leadership. Numeration is described as “taking account of the 
frequency with which a theme is supported” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 98). This analysis was 
conducted by cross-checking  emergent themes to the aggregated concepts from Figure 1 
to numerate the interpreted connections. I did this by first separating the list of theoretical 
concepts into two groups in order to distinguish between outcomes and those more active 
concepts (e.g., actions, factors, statuses, and processes) which I refer to as “factors.” 
From this I designated 27 factors for first list, 15 were designated as outcomes for the 
second list, with two items (team-member voice and helping behaviors) included in both 




connections between this study and existing theoretical conceptualizations of inclusive 
leadership (I.L.), I then analyzed all 40 emergent themes from the 10 cases, 
crosschecking them for interpreted thematic similarity. Table 6 provides the categories of 
I.L. factors that were crosschecked, along with the total connections interpreted.  
Table 6 
Inclusive Leadership Factors Table 










Exclusion 4 1 7 2 14 
Context 1 1 4 7 13 
People 1 2 4 2 9 
Procedures 0 2 5 3 10 
Praxis 0 2 8 4 14 
Policy 0 0 3 4 7 
Principles 0 0 1 0 1 
Provision 0 0 0 0 0 
Authenticity (room and voice) 6 1 3 4 14 
Authentic Leadership 4 2 1 0 7 
Unit team membership & identity 2 2 4 0 8 
Unit Performance 2 0 1 3 6 
Implicit Leader Language 0 2 1 1 4 
Explicit Leader Language 0 2 4 1 7 
Perceptions of Inclusion 0 0 10 8 18 
Inclusive Practices (belongingness & 
Individuation) 
3 4 6 2 15 
Team member voice 3 3 2 2 10 
Perceived Status Differences 3 2 5 3 13 
Professional Status 2 2 1 2 7 
Person-job fit 1 0 0 1 2 
Engaged & creative work tasks 0 0 6 1 7 
Team Tenure & Size 0 0 0 0 0 
Helping 3 4 5 2 14 
Inclusive Climate 0 3 9 6 18 
Diversity Climate 0 1 7 3 11 
Fairness systems 0 3 6 2 11 





Table 7 provides the inclusive leadership outcomes that were crosschecked and the 
associated numeration totals. 
Table 7 











1) high quality relationships 2 3 5 1 11 
2) job satisfaction 0 1 1 1 3 
3) intention to stay 0 1 0 1 2 
4) job performance 1 0 2 6 9 
5) organizational commitment 3 2 1 1 7 
6) well-being 1 3 4 1 9 
7) career opportunities 0 3 0 2 5 
8) organizational citizenship 
behaviors 
9 8 7 1 25 
9) organization-based self-
esteem 
1 3 2 1 7 
10) team member voice 6 3 4 2 15 
11) helping behaviors 8 7 6 4 25 
12) psychological safety 1 3 9 2 15 
13) quality work 2 0 0 3 5 
14) task creativity 0 1 7 1 9 
15) unit psychological safety 1 7 2 0 10 
 
RQ5, the first of the two second-tier research questions asked, “are there evident 
connections between the theoretical concepts of inclusive leadership (i.e., belongingness, 
individuation, etc.) and the emergent themes of this study? If so, how prominent are those 
theoretical connections.” After reviewing the emergent themes compared to the table of 
key factors (Table 6), I determined that there is evidence of theoretical connection 
between the responses of the participants and existing inclusive leadership factors. The 
prominence of these connections was tallied across the four recurrent theme categories 
and the 40 emergent themes from all cases. From those results and using numeration 




list of theoretical inclusive leadership factors. The prominent concepts were (a) 
perceptions of inclusion, (b) inclusive climate, (c) exclusion, (d) praxis/practice, (e) 
authenticity in voice, (f) inclusive practices, and (g) helping. No clear connection was 
identified among these seven prominent factors of inclusive leadership. The interpretative 
analysis performed here may provide a bridge to future studies that seek to connect 
theoretical concepts of inclusive leadership to the sense making of inclusive leaders. For 
the purpose of this study, these connections were used primarily to situate this study, its 
implications, and its recommendations in the larger field of leadership studies.  
Second-tier RQ6 asked, “how evident/prominent are theoretically expected 
inclusion outcomes in the emergent themes of this study?” Following the review of the 
emergent themes compared to the table of key outcomes (Table 7), I interpretatively 
identified theoretical connections between the responses of the participants and inclusive 
leadership outcomes. From those results I further identified, by way of numeration, that 
there were four prominent connections. The prominent outcomes were (a) organizational 
citizenship behaviors, (b) helping behaviors, (c) team member voice, and (d) 
psychological safety. The regularity of connection found between this study and these 
four concepts may also prove useful in future iterations of this study. These connections 
are used to provide theoretical implications and recommendations in following sections 
of this chapter.  
This intention of these second-tier research questions was to assist in positioning 
this study in the broader stream of inclusive leadership research it now joins. The 
interpretative connections discovered were useful in this positioning and as a resource to 




inclusive leadership. Figure 20 is adapted from the overlaid concept model (Figure 1) 
with starred/accented elements demonstrating the prominent connections between the 
model and the results of RQ5 and RQ6. This figure provides a representation of how this 
study connects in the current stream of inclusive leadership. From the accented model, I 
was able to identify which specific works and authors are most congruent with the voices 






Adapted Overlaid Concept Model with Prominent Connections Identified 
 
Research questions five and six provided a helpful focus to accomplish three goals. First, 
RQ5 assisted my efforts to identify connections between the themes of this study and 
established theoretical factors of inclusive leadership. Secondly, RQ6 was useful in 
identifying possible connections between this study and established outcomes of 
inclusive leadership. Thirdly, these RQs together assisted me in providing an initial 




ability for me to identify which studies and authors might be useful for the institution and 
context of study based on the answers to RQ5 and RQ6. Those authors are provided in 
Table 8.  
Table 8 
Inclusive Factor/Outcome Matched Literature Resources 
Factor/Outcome Primary Study Additional Studies 
Perceptions of inclusion Shore et al., 2018, p. 185 Mitchell et al., 2015, p. 
228 
Inclusive climate Ovseiko  et al., 2019, p. 
174 
 
Exclusion Rayner et al., 2009, p. 442 Mor Barak, 2011 
Praxis/practice Rayner et al., 2009, p. 442  
Authenticity in voice Cottrill et al., 2014, p. 280  
Inclusive practices Weiss et al., 2018, p. 393  
Helping Chung et al., 2020, p. 89 Shore et al., 2011, p. 1276 
Org. citizenship behaviors Cottrill et al., 2014, p. 280 Shore et al., 2011, p. 1276 
Helping behaviors Shore et al., 2011, p. 1276  
Team member voice Weiss et al., 2018, p. 393  
Psychological safety Nembhard & Edmondson, 
2006, p. 949 
Carmeli et al., 2010, p. 




In seeking evident connections between the themes of this study and recognized 
theoretical concepts, it is apparent that there are connections to be found. The results and 
findings of the previous chapter provided four clear recurrent themes and an additional 
suspended superordinate theme of interest. The secondary analysis sought to position this 
study in the broader field of inclusive leadership. From RQ5 and RQ6, it was possible to 
then identify the prominent areas of overlap between this study and the overlaid concept 





Strengths of the Study  
In this section I provide discussion on the key strengths of this study. IPA affords 
the researcher the advantage of a data trail that can be used to trace the results of the 
study back to specific statements in the data (Smith et al., 2009). This was a definite 
strength of this study, particularly when seeking to determine consonance within 
superordinate themes. This afforded the results both structure and internal validity and 
merit attention as this concept may contribute to, “emerging criteria for validity in 
qualitative research” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 113). Another strength of this study was the 
employment of the double hermeneutic approach which broadened the potential of the 
study by directing analysis toward both the particular sense-making as well as the shared 
group conclusions (Eatough & Smith, 2017). This study exhibited a strength through its 
study design which strategically prioritized the voices, perspective, and protection of 
participants. Deliberate focus was given to identifying consonance in voice across the 
cases and providing specificity in where and how voices agreed. This strength will prove 
useful in future iterations of this research which may require a similar system for 
determining cross-study congruence. A final strength of this study was the sampling 
procedure employed; of the 34 eligible and invited research participants, this study was 
able to involve over a third of the total cohort. From the interviews with the 12 
participants, 10 cases were analyzed before data saturation occurred. Clear themes 
emerged from the voices, experiences, and sense-making of these inclusive educators. 
The strengths of this study are most evident in the resonance of voice identified in the 




Limitations of the Study 
Study limitations can be understood as “unanticipated constraints” on the research 
(Sampson, 2012, p. 59). Here I provide some constraints that arose during this study. One 
limitation of the study was observed when considering the high standard I set for 
recurrent status in the study. The expectations I set for this standard limited superordinate 
theme two’s ability to reach recurrent theme status. The decision to place a high standard 
of consonance for recurrent themes did prevent superordinate theme two from graduating, 
however, I was able to include its influence when formulating the recommendations for 
theory and practice.   
A second limitation relates to the prevalence of exclusionary experiences in the 
sense-making and motivation of participants. While these participants mostly described 
the ways that exclusions may lead to inclusion, this should not be understood as the only 
outcome of exclusion nor can it be considered the common result of these experiences. 
This study did not design research questions directed to exclusion as was stated in the 
delimitations. Future iterations of this study might include strategy to accommodate 
explore the various consequences of exclusionary experiences.  
A final limitation is the non-generalizable nature of this study and its focus on 
specific participants in a particular context. The findings of this study should not be 
generalized to other contexts given its unique design and stage in the inductive process. 
Smith et al. (2009) address this concern when stating, “immediate claims are therefore 
bounded by the group studied but an extension can be considered through theoretical 




their existing professional and experiential knowledge” (pp. 3-4). In the next section I 
provide the importance of this study.   
Discussion of Importance 
In this section I provide discussion on the theoretical, practical, and institutional 
implications of this research and the study significance therein. To frame this theoretical 
discussion, I return to the conclusions derived from chapter two’s conversations in the 
literature. From this starting point, implications are developed for this study in relation to 
current inclusive leadership research. From chapter two, it was determined that the 
leadership literature identified "diversity" as an important stream of research and the 
concept area where this study is situated.  Continuing that conversation now with the 
results of this study I discuss implications regarding the role diversity plays for educators 
who are attempting to make sense of inclusive leadership.  
Theoretical Implications 
In this study, diversity was volunteered as an interview topic by every participant. 
It was not just the regularity with which diversity came up but the declarative importance 
it was afforded by participants. Educators understood diversity as a key factor of 
inclusion and a priority for inclusive leaders. When participants referenced diversity, 
there were examples given representing a broad range of descriptions of diversity, from 
race and ethnicity to gender and ability level. Race descriptors received noted 
prominence, presumably due to the urgency of contemporary social justice issues and 
movements (e.g., Black Lives Matter). The prominence of diversity in the responses of 
participants supports the literature conversation in chapter two, which discovered the top-




not one of the higher numerated concepts in RQ5, there were 11 connections discovered 
from case emergent themes to diversity climate concepts. Participants were in agreement 
with the literature in its representation of a strong connection between the concepts of 
diversity and inclusion. This implies and confirms inclusive leadership as an important 
theoretical derivative of diversity and leadership research. This theoretical implication 
and those that follow after are developed further in the recommendations section.  
The second dialogue in the literature review revealed the emphasis applied by 
diversity leadership literature to the development and conceptualization of inclusion 
models and inclusive leadership practices. This was illustrated by Shore et al. (2018) who 
state, “In sum, inclusion involves equal opportunity for members of socially marginalized 
groups to participate and contribute while concurrently providing opportunities for 
members of non-marginalized groups, and to support employees in their efforts to be 
fully engaged at all levels of the organization and to be authentically themselves” (p. 
177). The voices of the participants in this study appear to agree with Shore and 
colleagues (2018) and other researchers (Cottrill et al., 2014; Luedke, 2017). The results 
of this study demonstrate that same importance of prioritized inclusion for minoritized 
individuals, as well as the resulting complications that can arise from equity-focused 
inclusion practices.  
Superordinate theme two, which was suspended as a recurrent theme in this phase 
of the study, demonstrates this tension quite clearly. This theme, discussed in chapter 
four, was titled, “complications in the ideals of inclusion.” The theme was well 
represented in the transcripts and emergent themes; however, it showed discordance in 




theme merits further attention in diversity leadership studies as it provides an evident 
phenomenon which may impede the successful practice of inclusive leadership. The 
implication here relates to the priority of equity related inclusion strategies and the 
complications these activities might trigger for inclusive leaders. The member-check 
responses demonstrated the internal complexities of this superordinate theme. Comments 
in the member-check responses demonstrated a similar splintering effect that I observed 
during the analysis of the results. This resulting discordance illustrates an important 
avenue of discovery for future iterations of this research.  
From diversity leadership studies, I move to the conversation within the inclusive 
leadership literature. This area demonstrated great theoretical development while still 
pointing to the need for experience-centered studies as this stream of research continues 
to grow. This conversation is furthered by this study which is able to provide just such a 
research design and experienced-centered analysis of inclusive leadership sense-making. 
The experiences shared by participants as formative in their sense-making of inclusive 
leadership were more commonly about exclusion or were informed by it. This is not to 
say that participants didn’t have experiences of inclusion to share; there were rich 
examples of inclusion voiced by each participant in this sample. What this did 
demonstrate was the importance participants placed upon the identification and 
recognition of exclusionary experiences. The impact and trauma that participants 
experienced or witnessed personally were instructive in their understanding of inclusion 
and its importance. Contemporary inclusive leadership theories certainly reference the 
importance of exclusion conceptually; however, few emphasize the importance of 




of this study imply that renewed interest should be afforded exclusion and its role upon 
minoritized and marginalized individuals in the educational context. This implication 
leads naturally to inquiry concerning how inclusive leaders might support the expressions 
of under-represented minorities (URM) regarding their exclusionary experiences. The 
flexibility of the educational context, combined with its directed mission of student 
success together demonstrate situational and practical congruence. Fortunately, the 
research on exclusion is robust (Boughey, 2012; Hornsey & Jetten, 2004; Langager, 
2014; Mor Barak et al., 2016; Mor Barak, 2011) but more recently has received decreased 
attention in the literature. The inclusive leadership conversation from chapter two also 
revealed opportunity for new context-based studies which I revisit next. 
The final dialogue in chapter two engaged the literature to discover the suitability 
of context in inclusive leadership studies, specifically the context of higher education. 
This conversation with the Public Higher Education (PHE) literature showed concept-to-
context congruency between inclusive leadership factors (e.g., psychological safety, 
belongingness, etc.) and PHEs. The voices of the participants in this study were in clear 
agreement with the dialogue of chapter two. Superordinate theme five (higher education 
is positioned to help in the effort of inclusion) reflects the ways participants spoke to the 
contextual suitability of higher education for inclusive leadership practice. Given the 
limited focus on contextual experiences of inclusion, this perspective proves especially 
valuable. An implication to draw from this renewed conversation with the literature is the 
suitability of higher education as a context for studying the practice and development of 
inclusive leadership. Participants mentioned ways in which PHEs are organizationally 




careful to note that some contexts cannot or do not provide the same prioritization of 
inclusion due to contextual constraints, organizational mission, and other situational 
factors. This accents the discovered merit in this study for the concept-to-context 
congruence of inclusive leadership with higher education.  
From this re-visitation of the literature review in chapter two, connected now to 
the results of this study, I summarize the theoretical implications of this study. The field 
of inclusive leadership has grown steadily in the last thirty years (Thompson & Matkin, 
2020), and with that growth comes opportunity to supplement this field with interpretive 
research established in the particular. Given the demonstrated strengths of the field where 
theoretical model building is concerned, this IPA study seeks to augment existing work 
with experience-based study design and results. The results demonstrate a localized 
analysis relating the ways these inclusive leaders in training understand inclusive 
leadership in four clear recurrent themes. From these theoretical implications I now move 
to the implications of practice. 
Implications for Practice 
This study presents interesting implications for practice which I outline here. 
From the recurrent themes of this study, four implications of practice are discussed. It is 
important to note that the purpose and design of this study were not developed to provide 
generalizable claims about inclusive leadership for all contexts. The implications for 
practice provided here are based on conclusions drawn from this study that agree also 
with the existing literature. An implication from practice can be drawn from each of the 
five superordinate themes. Implication one is drawn from superordinate theme one, 




need for context-specific definitions of inclusion and inclusive leadership. Practitioners 
would benefit in further recognizing the ways inclusion is contextually defined. These 
conceptual and contextual definitions are certain to be complex and may vary based on 
organizational structures and environments. This superordinate theme implies that 
organizational attention should be directed to the shared definitions and experiences of 
those in the organization, as well as those the organization hope to include. In the 
recommendations section, I provide suggestions on how practitioners might 
operationalize this and other practical implications.  
The second practical implication is connected to superordinate theme three which 
states, “open-mindedness is essential to the practice of inclusive leadership.” The 
regularity of openness as a desired quality for inclusive leaders suggests that this concept 
may be useful for practitioners seeking a unifying term to assist in their 
conceptualizations of inclusive leadership. The prominence of openness and open-
mindedness in the voices of these inclusive educators implies that channels and norms of 
openness may be conducive for inclusive climates and contexts. Openness, which was 
mentioned by all ten participants, is congruent with many of the elements of inclusive 
leadership theory discussed in the theoretical implications above. This theme directs 
practitioner attention to the influence of contextually-unique factors upon the practice and 
success of inclusive leadership efforts.  
The third practical implication is connected to superordinate theme four, which 
states, “the experiences of exclusion largely frame inclusion and its importance.” This 
superordinate theme elevates the priority of exclusionary experiences for organizations 




would be understandable for inclusive leaders to avoid conversations of exclusion; 
however, this study demonstrates the importance of exclusionary experiences to 
participants. This implies that inclusionary efforts might be furthered through 
acknowledgment and discussion of exclusionary experiences, particularly for 
marginalized individuals. The results reveal how exclusion served to underscore the 
importance of inclusion for participants, which may prove useful for open conversations. 
This study suggests these conversations lead to increased trust and inclusion. This 
implication is covered in more detail in the recommendations section.  
The fourth practical implication is connected to superordinate theme five and two, 
which state respectively, “higher education is positioned to help in the effort of 
inclusion,” and “complications in the ideals of inclusion.” These superordinate themes 
together suggest two associated implications. Superordinate theme five suggests that the 
educational context is suited to inclusive leadership practice when organizational 
structures support it. Superordinate theme two suggests that complications arise in 
inclusive efforts when organizational norms are absent or in contradiction to the goals 
and ideals of inclusion. Combined, these two themes imply there are benefits for context-
specific analysis focused on identification of organizational norms which inhibit 
inclusionary efforts. These four practical implications demonstrate the ways in which this 
study might influence the practice of inclusive leadership.  
Institutional Implications 
In addition to the theoretical and practical discussions above, this research 
provides implications for the institution and context of this study. I first seek to answer 




lens of implication is focused narrowly with no intent of generalizability beyond this 
context. The first institutional implication is derived from superordinate theme one: 
“inclusion is a journey of growth for educators.” This journey-nature of inclusive 
leadership was consonant with participants suggesting that, from their perspective, 
inclusive leadership can be framed using personal history and experiences, and it is best 
activated with adaptable practices and strategies. The institution might consider 
structuring cohort sessions to include opportunities for participants to share personal 
accounts of inclusion and/or exclusion. This institutional implication and those that 
follow are developed further in the recommendation section. 
The second institutional implication draws from superordinate theme three: 
“open-mindedness is essential to the practice of inclusive leadership [in this context].” 
Openness is a term that was widely understood by these educators as an identifiable 
quality of effective inclusive leadership. This was demonstrated often and with detail, 
particularly when participants responded to interview protocol questions seven and eight:  
• Main Question 7: Can you describe how someone goes about facilitating 
or leading toward inclusion on our campus? (Possible prompts What 
actions or behaviors are helpful or unhelpful? Are there any pre-requisites 
to this type of leadership?).   
• Main Question 8: Can you describe what it means to be an inclusive leader 
on this campus? (Possible prompts Can you paint a word picture of an 
ideal inclusive leader? What attributes or actions are necessary? What 




These questions seemed to elicit responses which reflect a unified perspective that 
inclusive leadership can be recognized relative to the openness demonstrated by an 
inclusive leader. I found this participant expression interesting; its study importance is 
further highlighted by its graduated status as a recurrent theme in the results. If openness 
is expressed as an essential quality in inclusive leadership practice, it can be implied that 
this quality is one which merits greater contextual clarity and definition. Openness as a 
concept is widely researched and documented (Northouse, 2019; Judge et al., 2002; 
Digman, 1997; Goldberg, 1990).   
The third institutional implication connects to superordinate theme four: “the 
experiences of exclusion largely frame inclusion and its importance.” Participant voices 
elevated the importance and impact of exclusion in the educational context, particularly 
for those who come from under-represented cultures, categories, or experiences. As was 
mentioned in chapter two, the theoretical concept of exclusion has a longstanding 
connection to existing inclusive leadership research (Boughey, 2012; Hornsey & Jetten, 
2004; Langager, 2014; Mor Barak et al., 2016; Mor Barak, 2011); although, this 
association has not been as closely linked as it has been in the past. The results of this 
study suggest this institution might benefit from reviewing and renewing research 
regarding how this exclusion-inclusion association manifests contextually.   
The fourth institutional implication stems from superordinate themes five and 
two, which respectively state, “higher education is positioned to help in the effort of 
inclusion,” and “complications in the ideals of inclusion.” These themes in tandem point 
to an implication regarding organizational norms and structures. Participants were in 




inclusive leadership. This optimism was diminished when participants experienced 
organizational norms that frustrate inclusionary goals. This implies the potential existence 
of organizational norms or structures that might currently inhibit efforts of inclusion 
(Whitson et al., 2015).   
In this section I provided an overview of implications theoretically, practically, 
and institutionally. These implications were rooted in the findings of this study and the 
recurrent themes described above. The format of this discussion on research implications 
serves fittingly as a framework for the recommendations that are presented next.  
Recommendations 
Building on the previous sections of this chapter, I now outline the theoretical, 
practical, and institutional recommendations. First, I introduce theoretical 
recommendations, directed toward future research efforts and designs. Secondly, I 
provide practical recommendations relating how this study might inform the practice of 
inclusive leadership. Finally, I provide the institutional recommendations to assist the 
organization with future leadership training and analysis.  
Theoretical/Future Research 
From the results of this study, I provide four recommendations for inclusive 
leadership research within the broader field of leadership. The first theoretical 
recommendation relates to superordinate theme one and suggests merit for attention to be 
paid to the journey-focused leadership identifier voiced by participants in this study. The 
field might benefit from narrative driven research exploring the ways in which personal 
histories influence inclusive leadership activity. Shamir et al. (2005) demonstrated the 




incorporated by those same leaders. The results of this study highlight the importance that 
identity and narrative can have for those interested in inclusive leadership.  
The second research recommendation builds from superordinate theme three 
suggesting the need for future research to explore any existing connections between the 
quality of openness and inclusive leadership practices. The research on conceptual 
openness is robust, particularly in the fields of organizational psychology and 
management studies (Digman, 1997; Schmitt et al., 2008; Weisberg et al., 2011). The 
work of Judge et al. (2002) demonstrated the existence of relationships between 
leadership practice and the big five personality traits, one of which is openness. 
Northouse (2019), building from the work of Goldberg (1990), defines openness as, “the 
tendency to be informed, creative, insightful, and curious” (p. 27). This definition is 
congruent with the descriptions provided by participants of this study. Additionally, it 
may benefit researchers to explore research on growth mindset and its connection to 
recurrent theme four as this demonstrates a possible connection not confined to 
personality traits (Duckworth, 2007; Hochanadel & Finamore, 2015). Given the existing 
theoretical connection between openness and leadership practice, it seems appropriate to 
recommend further exploration into the ways openness might perform as an inclusive 
leadership identifier.  
In addressing superordinate theme four I suggest renewed interest and attention be 
paid to exclusionary experiences and their potential impact within inclusion-oriented 
contexts. There are numerous studies on exclusion and its impact (Boughey, 2012; 
Hornsey & Jetten, 2004; Langager, 2014; Mor Barak et al., 2016; Mor Barak, 2011; 




supplement to the ongoing development of inclusive leadership theory. Exclusionary 
experiences were found, in this study, to provide a motivating framework for educators 
on their inclusive leadership journey. This should not be taken to suggest that the 
participants suggest that exclusion is beneficial. Instead they seem to represent those that 
were able to channel those exclusions into positive leadership energy. Future research 
designs might consider targeting both quantitative and qualitative efforts to understanding 
how expressions of past exclusionary experiences might assist in achieving inclusive 
outcomes.  
With support from superordinate theme five, this fourth research recommendation 
suggests continued use of IPA as a suited research approach for context-based inclusive 
leadership analysis (Collins et al., 2019; Shapiro, 2009; Weinstein, 1975). The concept-
to-context congruency confirmed by the participants of this study supports this 
recommendation for future contextually-defined inclusive leadership research. The work 
of Shore et al. (2018) provided a review of where inclusive leadership studies have been 
employed; however, few of these studies were designed to prioritize contextual factors in 
their analysis. This inductive approach to inclusive leadership can be expected to produce 
“research which matches and does justice to the complexity of human psychology itself” 
(Smith et al., 2009, p. 38). 
The final theoretical recommendation highlights the complexities of superordinate 
theme two and advises rigorous methods be applied to researching the ways in which 
organizational norms can support or inhibit inclusive efforts. Whitson et al. (2015) 
identify ways in which organizational norms impact the process of inclusion and 




neither of which demonstrated as priorities for the participants of this present study. This 
suggests further opportunity to build on the work of inclusive leadership, in connection to 
the work of Whitson et al. (2015) and other studies which focus on organizational norms 
(Shore et al., 2018; Rayner, 2009; Whitson et al., 2014). These five theoretical 
recommendations were generated from the implications and results of this present study 
and point to future avenues of potential research in the area of inclusive leadership.  
Recommendations for Practice 
Next I recommend how this study might inform practice of inclusive leadership. 
These practical recommendations come with a clear reminder to the reader that this 
research was not designed for generalizable purposes. The recommendations are limited 
to those areas where this study was congruent and resonant with literature on inclusive 
leadership. The first practical recommendation developed from this study asserts that 
practitioners benefit from an intentional process of contextually defining and, as needed, 
redefining inclusion. While the inclusion definitions provided by participants in this study 
are of limited use to other contexts, the priority they voiced for a contextually-shared 
definition is of notable value. For practitioners interested in this recommendation, I 
suggest the work of Shamir et al. (2005) which provides specifics on this topic and the 
benefits of life stories and narratives in the practice of leadership.  
For the second practical recommendation, I suggest organizations prioritize 
context-appropriate openness through formally established channels. Given the 
prominence that openness achieved in this study, I suggest benefits practitioners might 
gain from the active exploration of openness as an identifier or quality of inclusive 




shared concept and practice of inclusive leadership. I recommend the research on big five 
personality traits to practitioners as useful for organizations interested in exploring the 
ways openness might intersect with leadership and inclusion efforts.   
Practical recommendation three relates to the prominence that exclusionary 
experiences held in the descriptions offered by participants of this study. I recommend 
that practitioners assess and evaluate whatever degree of prominence exclusionary 
experiences hold for those within the organization. This assessment of exclusion and its 
impact may be beneficial to practitioners, given the regularity with which it served as a 
framework for the educators in this study. For those interested in this recommendation, I 
direct attention to the work of Mor Barak (1999) as their work provides great clarity on 
the concept of exclusion.  
The final recommendation draws from recurrent theme four and superordinate 
theme two. This recommendation directs practitioners to prioritize clear analysis of 
situationally created inclusion factors and inhibitors. This analysis may help to develop 
more informed policies and better-suited leadership training opportunities. This 
recommendation is separated into two related areas. In the first focus, I suggest that 
organizations inventory their formal systems of inclusion. I suggest the inventory identify 
the intentions, preparation, practice, and outcomes of said systems. This may help to 
determine if the organization demonstrates concept-to-context congruency similar to what 
was discovered within the context of this present study. Secondly, this recommendation 
directs the attention of practitioners to superordinate theme two which highlights the 
disruption caused by absent or contradictory organizational norms. These contextually 




those leaders in your organization who expend additional energy attempting to create an 
inclusive culture. For examples of systems analysis, I suggest the work of Shore and 
colleagues (2018). These four practical recommendations were provided with recognition 
of the limits on generalizability in this present study. Taken together, these 
recommendations are intended as a support to practitioners and organizations committed 
to inclusion and inclusive leadership.  
Institutional Recommendations 
Finally, I provide here recommendations on how this research might inform the 
policies and practices in this specific institution and training program. Based on the 
results of this study, I recommend the institution focus inquiry and collaboration toward 
the identification and definition of inclusive leadership from a “journey perspective.” 
This metaphor of the journey was consonant for the participants and served as a reflection 
of the ways educators integrate inclusive leadership practices with their personal 
experiences. The journey nature of recurrent theme one reflects the importance of past 
experiences as well as the priority of ongoing development and leadership becomingness. 
The institution might consider structuring cohort sessions to include opportunities for 
participants to formally share personal accounts of inclusion or exclusion. Connected to 
this first recommendation is the second, which suggests the organization provide focused 
training on methods and strategies for appropriate educational “openness.” The directed 
output of these trainings should be an increased ability by participants to practice and 
cultivate context-appropriate openness. 
Thirdly, I recommend that the program prioritize the safe and appropriate voice of 




should be well framed and intentionally structured to ensure that all educators are clear 
on the purpose of these expressions and comfortable with the exercise. The value of this 
exercise is two-fold: first it affords the speaker an opportunity to process and name 
exclusionary experiences, and second it has the potential to develop group trust assuming 
that cohort members demonstrate support for speakers through active listening.  
Fourth, I recommend the organization take steps to inventory organizational 
norms to identify those that support equity and inclusion and those that inhibit it. The 
study demonstrated clear concept-to-context congruence; however, the complications that 
arose for participants in superordinate theme two were typically related to organizational 
systems or norms. This suggests that attention should be paid to those aspects of the 
organization that impede the efforts of these inclusive educators and this program. These 
institutional recommendations will be provided to the program director along with 
associated resources and research as support.  
Discussion Chapter Summary 
In this section I review the study purpose and significance before providing a final 
researcher positioning. The purpose of this interpretative phenomenological analysis was 
to describe how inclusive leadership trainees make sense of inclusion and its agency in 
the context of higher education. Through the chapters of this dissertation, I have outlined 
this study clearly. In chapter one, I provided an overview of this study and the theoretical 
ground to be covered. Chapter two consisted of four conversations in the literature which 
resulted in a focused purpose for this study and a refined central question. I spent chapter 
three outlining the careful design of the study and methods employed to achieve its 




this final chapter, I have discussed the positioning, implications, and recommendations of 
this study.  
In review, the central question of the study asks, how do educators make sense of 
inclusive leadership in their experiences of educational inclusion? This study responds in 
this way:  
Educators prefer a developmentally open association with inclusive leadership. 
This allows for personal identity connections to be incorporated in the motive for 
and practice of inclusive leadership. Educational inclusionary experiences 
promote inclusive leadership activity while exclusionary experiences (in any 
context) largely shape the motives for inclusive leadership development. The 
higher educational setting makes sense to participants as a suited context for 
inclusive leadership practice. Inclusive leadership is understood and explained by 
educators through a clear contrast between open-minded or closed-minded 
leaders. This distinction is prominent for educators who experience both types of 
leadership approaches in higher education and agree that inclusive leaders are 
open, not closed.  
The theoretical significance of this study, as discussed in this last chapter, is demonstrated 
best in the words of Tara when she stated, “because really that's what we're talking about, 






Summary Reflexive Pause 
 This dissertation closes with my final researcher reflection and positioning. This 
is provided as a summary of my identity roles and their potential influence on this study. 
This pause addresses the three primary categories of self: (a) the research-based self, (b) 
the brought-self, and (c) the situationally-created self.  
I begin this reflexive pause with an accounting of my research-based self. To 
recall, this area should be understood as that part of me that was “doing the research” 
(Reinharz, 2011, p. 5). There were two evident and persistent influences upon my 
research-based self which I explain here. First, the role I have as a doctoral candidate has 
influenced me in evident ways during this research. This doctoral process is the most 
demanding thing I have ever experienced. If I have felt pressure from this role during this 
study it has been from the expectations I have for myself in this leadership studies 
doctoral program. This has been a life changing process for me and I feel a sense of 
responsibility to conclude my time in this program demonstrating the values and 
excellence that are promoted and nurtured within it.  This is a program that has reared me 
as a researcher and I respect the faculty I have come to know, trust, learn from, and work 
with. In my times of inventory through these reflexive pauses I have come to recognize 
this pressure. The influence it has manifests as motivation to honor my committee 
members and mentors as I complete this study. This pressure to honor can become 
unhealthy but I have actively sought to balance it. One effective method for balancing 
this pressure came from intentionally and regularly considering the character of those 
serving on my committee. This served to remind me that their expectations are for me, 




emerging researcher and a product of this program. This greatly relieved any undue 
pressure I felt and it helped me to maintain the priority of the participants in every phase.  
Secondly, the role I hold as an educator also influenced this research-based 
identity as I share the dedication these inclusive educators have for their campus and 
community. In my times of reflexivity and personal inventory I was able to identify how 
my professional commitment to this educational context may influence the study. If I feel 
a pressure it is to the leadership cohort program and its leadership. It was they who 
endorsed me to do this research. The results of this study matter more to them than 
perhaps any other audience. I felt and feel a pressure to provide clear and helpful research 
which can inform future cohort program decisions. This is an important pressure as I have 
a responsibility (to the program and to this context) to provide them with ethically 
executed research and accurate results. Through this research process I adapted to this 
pressure best when I took time to consider the intentions of this program and its 
leadership. Their commissioning of this study was done with the expressed intention of 
ensuring this cohort program was/is helping train inclusive leaders. My research-based 
self was influenced by my role as a doctoral candidate and as an educator. I believe these 
influences were carefully identified, balanced, and bracketed during this study.  
Next I touch on my brought self which is explained as the self “that one brings to 
the field” (Reinharz, 2011, p.5). There are two primary aspects of my brought-self which 
I believe are necessary to review so the reader may appropriately consider these 
influences in their own conclusions. The first aspect of my brought-self to consider is my 
identity and experiences as a mixed-race person in this culture and community. In my 




collection and data analysis steps specifically (Goldspink & Engward, 2017). Growing up 
as I did with contrasted diversity, difficulties, and disparities, I must admit that I was 
moved to hear these educators share about the premium they placed on inclusion and 
inclusive leadership. This formed in me an admiration for these participants which may 
also influence the study (from the reader’s perspective). My past experiences as a student 
on this same campus often reverberated in the responses of participants and in the data 
immersion process. I sought to balance these potential influences with daily reflexive 
pauses during both the data collection and analysis phases. This allowed me to 
concurrently bracket these influences during these particularly sensitive research steps.  
The second primary influence on my brought-self is my role as a father. I 
frequently found myself listening from this perspective during the interview. I caught 
myself processing their answers as a father who hopes and aspires for higher education to 
exemplify inclusion by the time my daughter is considering whether college is for her 
after high school. From my times of personal inventory, I did not assess this brought-self 
to pose as undue pressure on the research. That said, I do believe it is important to note 
that I felt/feel a personal and vested interest in the success of these educators and their 
inclusive leadership goals. I do not perceive that this (nor my mixed-race identity) to 
have subtracted from this research in any substantive form. Still, I do want to present my 
brought-self to the reader so you may reach informed conclusions of your own.  
I close with my research-based self which is understood as the part of me that was 
“created in the field” (Reinharz, 2011, p. 5). I believe it sensible for me to summarize 
what was “created me” in connection to the five superordinate themes of the study itself. 




description of the inclusive educator on a journey of growth. This theme was and is a 
relief to me personally; it served to validate my belief in the importance of past efforts in 
inclusion as well as my hope that I will continue to become a better inclusive leader over 
time. A sense of resolution was created in me as a result of hearing these educators 
explain this theme. 
From superordinate theme two I came to better recognize and inventory the 
complications that surround inclusion and its ideals. Many of the complications voiced by 
participants are evident in my experiences as well. I look forward to addressing these 
complications in future listening opportunities.  
The third superordinate theme has my attention because of both its volume and its 
harmony. Openness or open-mindedness were very clear identifiers of inclusive 
leadership for participants. This resonant recurrent theme reminds me to stay alert, 
especially as I get older and I feel myself getting more and more inclined to think I know 
best. This inclination to rigidity may very well frustrate my efforts of inclusion. The 
regular practice of openness may become, for me, an important counterbalance to those 
areas where I need to continue to learn. This awareness was created in me from this 
study.  
The fourth superordinate theme was possibly the most eye-opening for me, 
serving as a reminder of the ongoing impact of exclusionary experiences. This theme 
alerts me to opportunities where I can validate others and learn from their experiences of 
exclusion. I admit that my preference is to inclusionary practices, sometimes at the 
neglect of reflection and recognition. This theme emphasizes to me the important role 




these difficult experiences as motivation, it stands to reason that others may benefit 
similarly if given the opportunity to voice and process exclusions. This creates in me a 
desire to appropriately discuss exclusionary experiences, if only for no other outcome 
than to validate others’ challenges.  
The final superordinate theme creates in me a greater confidence as I am about to 
commit professionally to this context and career field of higher education. My intentions 
with this research was/is to announce my commitment to the academy and to a stated role 
as an inclusive educator. My commitment has been strengthened and inspired by the 
shared voice of participants who together agree that public higher education is suited for 
inclusion. I voice that too. This study has created in me a resolution to partner with 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Letter 
IRB Number: 20210320989EX 
Project ID: 20989 
Project Title: Inclusive Leadership Training Analysis 
 
1. Participant Study Title:    
 




Dear [name],  
 
My name is Herb Thompson. I am conducting a study on inclusive leadership and how 
educators make sense of it. As a member of UNO’s inaugural Equity and Inclusion 
Certificate Program, you have been invited to participate in a research study to identify 
how educators understand and apply inclusive leadership in public higher education.  
 
3. What is the reason for doing this research study?  
Herb L. Thompson III is a faculty member at the University of Nebraska at Omaha and a 
doctoral candidate at the University of Nebraska—Lincoln. He is conducting a study 
related to inclusion with regard to leadership. The focus of the study is to describe with 
specificity how educators understand inclusive leadership in the public higher education 
context. In order to participate you must be 19 years of age or older and be a member of 
the Equity and Inclusion Certificate Program at UNO. As a volunteer member of this 
leadership training program, you are invited to take part in this research study. All 
information that follows is provided to help you decide if you want to take part or not. If 
you have any questions about anything, please ask. You have been asked to participate 
because you are a member of this training program.  
 
4. What will be done during this research study?  
You will be interviewed by Herb Thompson where you will be asked about your views 
on inclusive leadership at UNO. The interview process will last approximately 60-75 
minutes and will be recorded. As the interviewee, you will have the right to review the 
study results and analysis and you may withdraw from the study at any time for any 
reason. Participation will take place via digital meeting (Zoom). Additionally, the 
principal investigator (Herb Thompson) will observe the training meetings and 
participant responses in the Canvas course for this training program. These observations 
are intended to provide a more complete picture of your perspective of inclusive 
leadership. I will not use responses or information from those who are not participating in 
this study.  
 
5. What are the possible risks of being in this research study?  





6. What are the possible benefits to you?  
You are not expected to get any benefit from being in this research study. 
 
7. Will you be compensated for being in this research study?  
You will not be paid to take part in this study. The researcher will not pay for any out-of-
pocket expenses related to your participation, such as travel costs. The zoom recorded 
nature of this interview mitigates any possible costs. If you do not have access to 
computer/camera for the zoom interviews the principal researcher (Herb Thompson) is 
willing to work with participant to procure the needed technology for the time of the 
interview. 
 
8. How will information about you be protected?  
The research records will be securely stored electronically through University approved 
methods and will only be seen by the research team and/or those authorized to view, 
access, or use the records during and after the study is complete. The published version of 
the study will be available to the public after you and the other participants have the 
opportunity to review (member-check) the analysis. Following the interview and data 
analysis I will send you an email inviting you to set up a meeting where I can present the 
findings to you and hear your feedback. Any feedback you offer in this member-checking 
session will be protected in the same manner mentioned for the initial interview session. 
You can expect this email within two months of our initial interview date. 
 
I will use code names for the study and all of the information will be protected in a BOX 
account. Only the PI and SI will be able to access the code names and information. The 
names and codes for all participants will be deleted at publication of the dissertation for 
greater assurance of anonymity.  
 
Those who will have access to your research records are the study personnel, the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB), and any other person, agency, or sponsor as required 
by law or contract or institutional responsibility. The information from this study may be 
published in scientific journals or presented at scientific meetings and may be reported 
individually, or as group or summarized data but your identity will be kept strictly 
confidential. 
 
This study will involve the collection of private information (name, dates, etc.). Your 
information could be used or distributed to another researcher for future research studies 
without an additional informed consent from you. Identifiers (name, dates, etc.) will be 
removed prior to being distributed. 
 




You may ask any questions concerning this research and have those questions answered 
before agreeing to participate in or during the study. 
 
For study related questions, please contact the investigators: Herb Thompson III 
(principal investigator), hthompson@unomaha.edu, 402-515-4372; Dr. Gina Matkin 
(dissertation advisor), gmatkin1@unl.edu, 402-472-4454.  
 
For questions concerning your rights or complaints about the research contact the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB): 
 
• Telephone phone 402-472-6965  
• Email: irb@unl.edu.  
 
10. What will happen if you decide not to be in this research study or decide to stop 
participating once you start?  
Participation in this study is voluntary. You can decide not to be in this research study, or 
you can stop being in this research study (withdraw) at any time before, during, or after 
the research begins for any reason. Deciding not to be in this research study or deciding 
to withdraw will not affect your relationship with the investigator, the University of 
Nebraska at Omaha, or the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. You will not lose any 
benefits to which you are entitled. 
 Documentation of Informed Consent  
For web-based consent, I will use the following standard clause. 
You are voluntarily making a decision whether or not to participate in this research study. 
By clicking on the I Agree button [in the Qualtrics survey], your consent to participate is 






Appendix C: Planned Interview Protocol 
Central Question: How do educators make sense of inclusive leadership in their 
experiences of educational inclusion?   
Introductory Statement: Thank you so much...purpose of the study...no wrong 
answers...take your time to think over...protections for you...Is there a pseudonym you 
would like to use? I intend to engage in deep and quiet listening during the interview 
 
Research Question & Est. 
Time Allotment 
Main Questions 




RQ1 (10mins, 17%)  
“What does inclusion mean to 
participants?” (don’t rush 
this) 
 
MQ1: Please share what inclusion means to you?  
 
 




 MQ2:Can you share an experience of inclusion you have had or been a 
part of?   
 
 
Possible prompts What factors were important in that experience?   
 
 
RQ2 (15mins, 25%)  
“RQ2: How do participants 
make sense of inclusion?” 
MQ3: How does inclusion happen?  
 
 
Possible prompts What causes it and what does it cause? Who does 




 MQ4: If you were to explain inclusion to a student, how would you go 
about that? 
 
Possible prompts Would you explain it any differently to a colleague?  
 
 
MQ5: How do you know when inclusion is happening?  
 
 
Possible prompts Who or what has helped you to understand inclusion? 
From your perspective, what criteria need to be met? 
 




Research Question & Est. 
Time Allotment 
Main Questions 
To establish a clear question the participant can answer in detail they 
choose 
 





Possible prompts Who on campus is impacted most by inclusion? How 
does the role of inclusion differ from other campuses, contexts, and 
situations? How important do you believe inclusion is to students here? 
Educators here? Is inclusion an organizational goal?  
 
 
MQ7: Can you please describe how someone goes about facilitating or 
leading toward inclusion on our campus? 
 
 
Possible prompts What actions or behaviors are helpful or unhelpful? Are 
there any pre-requisites to this type of leadership?  
 
 




Possible prompts Can you paint a word picture of an ideal inclusive leader? 




RQ4 (15mins, 25%)  
“How do participants 
conceptualize their exercise of 
inclusive leadership?” 




Possible prompts What most informs that self-assessment? How has this 
training program influenced your self-perception?  
 
MQ10: In your role here on campus, how do you engage in or plan to 
engage in practices of inclusion? 
 
 
Possible prompts How important or unimportant is inclusion to your role 
here? What situations come to mind? How do you think about inclusive 
practices in those situations? 
 







Research Question & Est. 
Time Allotment 
Main Questions 
To establish a clear question the participant can answer in detail they 
choose 
 
Possible prompts Do you have a specific story in mind that illustrates 
what success looks like? What information or resources are most helpful in 
achieving that success? 
 
Ending Question: What questions have we discussed or not 
discussed that you would like to elaborate on from your 
perspective?  







Appendix D: Validation Strategies 
Strategy Intended Outcome/ 
Impact 
Planned Strategy Action Source(s) 
Prolonged 
Engagement 
• Immersion with the 
participants and context 
to better interpret data;  
• Ontological Authenticity 
• Ensures greater chances 
of data “saturation”  
• Educative Authenticity 
• Tactical Authenticity 
• Sensitivity to Context 
• Commitment & Rigor 
Prior, Present, Post 
engagement: The researcher 
has been with the population 
since inception, will continue 
through all phases of 
research. 
• Creswell, 2013;  
• Lincoln et al., 2018;  
• Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016  
• Yardley, 2000 




• Corroborate data with 
multiple data sources 
• Fairness 
• Ontological Authenticity  
• Sensitivity to Context 
• Commitment & Rigor 
The researcher will have 4 
data sources as described in 
the data collection section (1. 
Observations, 2. Documents, 
3. Interviews, 4. 
Audio/Visual). 
• Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016;  
• *Creswell, 2013; 
• Lincoln et al., 2018 
• Yardley, 2000 





• To provide intentional 
discussion/debate about 
research methods and 
researcher reflection 
• Transparency & 
Coherence 
• Provide openness about 
methods and researcher-
participant rapport;  
• Sensitivity to Context 
• Commitment & Rigor 
• Impact & Importance 
Peer debriefing sessions will 
occur bi-monthly the span of 
the research engagement 
with a stake holder and 
subject-matter expert. 
 
• Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016;  
• *Creswell, 2013; 
• Yardley, 2000 





• Provide the reader with a 
well-described researcher 
lens to place and 
interpret as they consider 
the study,  
• Mapping of personal 
influences, 
• Bracketing 
• Transparency & 
Coherence 
The researcher will engage 
in a parallel researcher 
journal beginning prior to 
data collection and 
continuing through research. 
The reflexive echoes step will 
be included. 
• Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016;  
• *Creswell, 2013; 
• Yardley, 2000 
Rich Thick 
Description 
• Fairness  
• Educative Authenticity  
• Allows for transferability 
of findings based on 
accuracy of description;  
• Commitment & Rigor  
• Educative Authenticity 
• Commitment & Rigor 
• Transparency & 
Coherence 
• Impact & Importance 
The results will be developed 
in a clear and detailed 
narrative structure to amplify 
voices and themes.  
• Lincoln et al., 2018;  
• *Creswell, 2013;  
• Yardley, 2000;  





• Scrutiny of the process 
and product of the 
analysis to determine 
accuracy 
The researcher will provide a 
stage-by-stage review of 
analysis to the participants 
and to stakeholders for 
discussion and suggestions. 
• *Creswell, 2013;  
• Smith et al., 2009 
• Yardley, 2000 





Strategy Intended Outcome/ 
Impact 
Planned Strategy Action Source(s) 
• Transparency & 
Coherence 
Audit Trail • Detailed account of every 
analysis step and decision 
point 
• Commitment & Rigor 
• Transparency & 
Coherence 
The final write-up results will 
reflect the analysis that takes 
place across all seven steps 
of analysis. 
2nd tier research questions 
were developed to assess 
theoretical congruence 
• Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016; 
• Smith et al., 2009  




• Increasing applicability 
of findings through 
purposeful sampling;  
• Fairness  
• Educative Authenticity 
• Sensitivity to Context 
• Impact & Importance 
The sample includes a 
representative, homogenous 
group. 
Purposeful sampling is 
employed. 
• Lincoln et al., 2018;  
• Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016 
• Yardley, 2000 
• Smith et al., 2009 
Researcher 
Support  
• Catalytic Authenticity 
• Tactical Authenticity  
• Commitment & Rigor 
The researcher will offer 
support by way of Informed 
Consent and interview 
protocol. 
Offers of additional support 
will be given if participants 
are interested in information 




• Lincoln et al., 2018 
• Yardley, 2000;  
• Smith et al., 2009 
Literature 
Review 
• Sensitivity to Context 
• Commitment & Rigor 
A literature review will be 
utilized prior to data 
collection to determine 
second tier RQs. 
A literature review will be 
completed after the data 
collection to ground the data. 
• Yardley, 2000 






Appendix E: Recurrent Themes Analysis Table  
D=Direct Reference, I=Indirect Reference, C=Contextual interpretation, 
X=clear disagreement, ??=unknown from text, (dark green=superordinate 
theme), ***=theme holder 





















“Inclusion is a journey of 



































2) Processing Inclusion: 
“Complications in the 



















































/ 13:44  
3) Defining Inclusive 
Leadership: “Open-
mindedness is essential to 















































4) Exclusionary Experiences: 
“The experiences of 
exclusion largely frame 





































5) Campuses as Critical 
Contexts: “Higher 
Education is positioned to 

















































Appendix F: Priority Concept Table 
Recurrent Theme/Concept Number  
Educators PC1: “Identity is the backdrop to inclusion”   
Educators PC2: “Identity struggles can be productive/positive”  
Educators PC3: “Leveling the playing field with power”   
Processing PC1: “Everyone must be seen” (did not achieve recurrent theme status) 
Processing PC2: “Collaboration and vulnerability build trust”  (did not achieve recurrent 
theme status) 
Processing PC3: “Inclusion makes us better people”   (did not achieve recurrent theme 
status) 
Defining I.L. PC1: “Consideration is key”  
Defining I.L. PC2: “Open-minded leaders generate inclusive outcomes”   
Defining I.L. PC3: “Change starts at the top”  
Experiences PC1: “Exclusionary experiences remain embedded”  
Experiences PC2: “Exclusion is greater than good intentions”  
Experiences PC3: “Exclusion can become Inclusion”  
Campus Context PC1: “Educational inclusion can bring us home”  
Campus Context PC2: “Power obstacles”  





































1                X     1 
2      X      X         2 
3     X    X            4 
4   X       X   X        4 
5    X              X   2 
6 X                    2 
7        X       X      2 
8                    X 1 
9       X    X      X    4 
10  X            X     X  3 
                    = 25 
 
